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Evaluation Overview

In the spirit of a formative and participatory evaluation, ARD, Inc., provides the following
response to the content and recommendations of the Mid-Term Evaluation of the Bulgaria GEF
Biodiversity Project.

These comments detail where ARD has a somewhat different view, or where we feel emphasis
could have been adjusted to give a more complete view of events, accomplishments, or
problems. Because of the limited institutional memory and experience with the design and
implementation of environment and natural resources projects within Central and Eastern Europe
(CEE) and the Newly Independent States (NIS), ARD offers the following observations.

1.0 General

The evaluation team faced a difficult task as a result of unforeseen political,

institutional and economic changes occurring in Bulgaria throughout project design and
implementation. Further abrupt and unpredictable changes were occurring while the team was in
Bulgaria. They continued for the ensuing months. Despite these problems the team did an
excellent job of analyzing the history of project development and of suggesting productive ways
forward. ARD is broadly in agreement with findings and recommendations presented in the
report.

2.0 Design Phase (Section 3)

2.1 The team expended much effort on analysis of the design process and content. ARD
agrees with most of the findings. However, it is difficult to recreate the enthusiasms and initial
donor expectations that characterized the transition period and process in Central and Eastern
Europe. Many thought that the transition would be relatively brief and smooth.

It seems almost inevitable in hindsight that the project would be at the center of a continuing
political and institutional battle within the Bulgarian administration, unresolved two years after
contract award. Yet we are unsure anyone could foresee in 1992 through 1994 that the reform
process in Bulgaria would become so badly stalled. Several other countries in the region
maintained a reform momentum, despite the return to power of “socialist” governments earlier in
their political evolution than Bulgaria.

While ARD agrees with most of the findings regarding technical issues and delays during the
design phase, we feel that the evaluation is overly harsh on USAID and the (then) Ministry of
Environment during the design phase. This phase was finished to all intents and purposes before
September 1994 (more than six months before the “socialist” government was formed). It had
succeeded in generating much enthusiasm in both institutions. The formal design study was
funded by the World Bank and managed by them and the Ministry of Environment. The extent
to which USAID should bear responsibility for the shortcomings of this design is perhaps
exaggerated.



Unfortunately institutional memory at USAID and the World Bank is insufficient to clarify this
issue.

2.2 Choice of “pilot sites.” The evaluation points out that Central Balkan and

Rila National Parks are similar. Both are large, montane, [IUCN category II protected areas. ARD
agrees that GEF may have been able to contribute more (and avoid some problematic
institutional issues), if a greater diversity of sites had been chosen.

Although these two parks are superficially similar, they are geologically, geomorphologically,
hydrologically, and biologically distinct; they were new, and administratively represented little
more than lines on a map. Together they covered approximately 50 percent, by area, of the
protected areas network in the country. These two parks also happen to be the most important
protected areas in Bulgaria from the perspective of cultural heritage (Central Balkans, as the
bastion for the anti-Ottoman uprisings; Rila for its role in perpetuation and protection of the
church/monastery). It is perhaps not as difficult to see why these parks were chosen as a project
focus as the evaluation team suggests. ARD’s proposal expressed the intention of beginning
management activities in one park, then applying them in the second in a step-wise fashion, to
maximize the benefits of working in two somewhat similar areas.

2.3 Lack of legal/policy basis for project implementation. ARD agrees with the

findings of a legal analysis sponsored by the project. The existing laws, regulations, etc., are
adequate to clearly allocate responsibilities for protected areas among government institutions.
What is lacking is the political will to arrive at an effective and consistent institutional policy
within the government as a whole, despite several efforts in the Ministry of Environment to bring
the issue to the fore. Passage of a Protected Areas Law is a priority because of this political
situation, rather than a strictly legal necessity.

3.0 Project Implementation (Section 4)

The evaluation emphasis on design issues and problems of implementation leaves little room for
an account of programmatic accomplishments. ARD is gratified by the findings related to the
high quality of technical assistance, training, procurement, and project management. We feel
that more emphasis could have been placed on the following points:

3.1 ARD accepts that the relationship with NNPS as a whole did not develop as the project
design intended. While the relationship with the head of NNPS and the NNPS project liaison
was close and relaxed, contact with other staff was sporadic and not systematic. The head of
NNPS discouraged development of systematic working relationships throughout NNPS, despite
repeated requests from ARD. Clearly, it was not appropriate for ARD to develop such
relationships independently from the head. Several NNPS staff have disagreements with the
head concerning the project; some oppose the project; some show only cursory interest, as
demonstrated by their unwillingness to attend project activities to which they are invited. These
issues were discussed with the COTR on several occasions, leading to yet more attempts to
engage all the staff of NNPS. ARD agrees that these efforts and issues should have been better



documented, but feels that serious and repeated efforts were made, even though they were largely
unsuccessful.

3.2 The volume of project activities successfully completed is mentioned only in

passing. In the year and a half between fielding of the project and the evaluation, GEF completed
15 international consultancies, more than 100 Bulgarian consultancies and 17 formal events
(training + other workshops/seminars). As the evaluation notes, these were of high quality and
always appropriate.

Furthermore, recognizing the fragility of the project through most of the period, ARD placed
emphasis on activities that could be of lasting value, even if the project was discontinued. Thus,
comprehensive strategies were developed for various aspects of biodiversity conservation. These
remain applicable for the foreseeable future. Implementation of these strategies has also
emphasized “products” of value independent of the project’s continuation. Similarly,
information gathered during scientific investigations of biodiversity in the two parks is of lasting
value.

3.3 Diffuse human capacity building is hardly mentioned by the evaluation team,

yet this too has lasting value. The evaluation focuses on, and is correct in concluding, the
tenuous nature of efforts to strengthen the MEW Park Administrations, given their lack of clear
mandate and future. Yet GEF (and other donor projects, including prior USAID efforts) have
helped to build a diverse, knowledgeable, and involved network of individuals, NGOs, and other
interested parties through their involvement in project activities. These people (including those
in the Park Administrations, should they move elsewhere) will remain as an important and active
constituency and resource for future biodiversity conservation efforts.

4.0 Recommendations for the Future (Section 5)

Conclusions, options, and recommendations of the evaluation team are well stated. That they
came to similar conclusions as previous teams (unimplemented MoE proposals of 1993 to early
1995; aspects of project design; independent review of Fall 1995) reinforces the basic soundness
of the project’s approach from a technical (i.e., biodiversity conservation) perspective.

Proposals for a phase of limited project activities for a significant period (to March 1998), while
MEW puts in place an adequate institutional framework, formed the basis of an agreement
between USAID and MEW shortly after the evaluation team left Bulgaria. The team also
proposed that GEF should consider some additional directions for the future as outlined in
Section 5.5. ARD is willing to review these in conjunction with USAID and MEW when the
phase mentioned above (assuming that it is successful) is nearing completion. We also wish to
note the following points which should be taken into consideration.

4.1 Only nine months will remain in ARD’s contract (if a no-cost extension is

approved, the project may continue for several additional months). It may be best to focus on
further development of activities that have proven successful in the past, rather than embark in
new directions which may have their own unforeseen problems. If an acceptable institutional



situation prevails, the limited resources and time remaining perhaps should be used in a
concentrated effort to move towards the most achievable of existing project results.

4.2  With the short time remaining, it is impossible that the project will fully achieve the
original expected results. ARD’s contract should be amended to reflect a mutually agreed-upon
(MEW, USAID, ARD) set of modified results which focus project activities and resources most
effectively.

In conclusion, ARD commends the evaluation team on their thorough work. These comments
are intended to supplement their findings, rather than be contentious. Indeed, we feel that the
evaluation could serve as a major catalyst for healthy development of biodiversity conservation
in Bulgaria.



Errata

ARD wishes to note the following omissions and errors arising from a review of the text of the
Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project Mid-Term Evaluation Report.

Section 1.3

Section 1.3.2

Section 1.4

Section 3.3.3

Section 3.3.3

Section 4.1

Section 4.2.1

The project had several meetings at the Deputy Minister level and numerous
meetings at the Head of Department at MEW and CoF between February and
June.

Last sentence para 2: see comments in ARD’s letter in the front of this report; 31
para: Head of NNPS did not encourage an institutional assessment - he would
have “allowed” it without protest if USAID/ARD/MEW had insisted. As
indicated elsewhere in the report, finding an appropriate time would have been
extremely difficult given the MEW - COF issues.

Insistence on passage of new legislation by a given date is a difficult condition.
The Executive branch cannot/should not determine the parliamentary timetable in
detail. Also, it’s possible to envision that parliament may be in the process of
improving proposed legislation “by March” - would it be appropriate to
discontinue in such circumstances? Targets should be realistic, but allow for
some occurrences outside the control of those trying to meet the targets.

Memorandum of Understanding: ARD believes that it is conjecture that “the
signatories were aware.... that the new government would be opposed to a MEW
mandate for protected areas....”. Some may have predicted such an attitude, but it
was only made (unofficially) explicit to USAID/W and ARD a day or two before
the COP’s departure for Sofia, and never became an official government policy as
confirmed in Section 4.1.

Choice of Pilot National Parks: no basis is given for the conclusion that “human
pressures on the two Parks are not particularly strong.” Clearly such pressures are
quite variable in time and space, and will only get “stronger” if no effective
system of administration is in place. Poaching, illicit felling, and improper visitor
use are widely recognized as significant problems in some areas.

See comment on 1.3.

Findings: a) It is correct and important that NNPS has no de jure control over
park-level bodies. In practice, MEW park administrations communicate with, and
to an extent defer to, NNPS on many important issues. This situation is due in
part to personal relationships and unwritten practice and is vulnerable to
unpredictable change; therefore, b) viable proposals for “institutional structures
for management of the network of protected areas in Bulgaria” exist prior to the



Appendix C.

project. It makes little sense for “the project” to “produce(d)” additional ones
under circumstances prevailing for most of the implementation period. The GEF
Training Needs Assessment was a preliminary step towards development of an
institutional assessment, and recommended that the latter be undertaken.

The introductory paragraph notes that this is an “initial attempt” to review
implementation of the National Biological Diversity Conservation Strategy
(NBDCS). Readers should be aware that the account is incomplete in that many
more NGOs and academic research efforts have been involved than are recorded.
This appendix fails to adequately reflect the wide range of interest groups that are
involved in biodiversity conservation and have contributed to the broadest aspects
of implementation of NBDCS.



Table of Contents

Acronyms and Abbreviations

Preface

1.0 Executive Summary

1.1

1.2
1

1.3

1.4

1.5

The Project

Project Design

Implementation

1.3.1 Progress Toward Achievement of Objectives
1.3.2 Project Management

1.3.3 Overall Progress Toward Project Purpose

Essential Conditions Under Which the Project Could Go Forward

Recommendations

2.0 Introduction

2.1
2.2
2.3

Brief Overview of the Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project
Purpose of the Evaluation

Readers’ Guide to the Organization of the Report

3.0 Evaluation of Project Design

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

Historical Summary of the Design Process

Coherence of Project Purpose, Objectives, and Tasks

3.2.1 Project Purpose
3.2.2 Project Objectives and Tasks

3.2.3 The Project Results Framework
Project Design Issues

3.3.1 Design Methodology
3.3.2 Design Assumptions
3.3.3 Strategic Design Issues

Design Strengths

Summary

a o A B~ O DN

© 0 N N

11

14

14
14
15

16

19
19
20

22

23



4.0

5.0

Evaluation of Project Implementation

25

4.1
4.2

4.3

4.4

4.5

4.6

Historical Summary of Project Implementation

Overall Progress Toward Achievement of Project Objectives

4.2.1 Obijective 1: Institutional Support for MEW and its Partners
4.2.2 Obijective 2: Pilot Development of Protected Areas Management

4.2.3 Obijective 3: Development of Alternative
Financial Mechanisms for PA Management

4.2.4 Obijective 4: Procurement of Equipment
for the Pilot National Parks

4.2.5 Progress on Intermediate Objective A.4

4.2.6 Training

Evaluation of Project Management

4.3.1 Summary Description of Project Management

4.3.2 Evaluation of USAID’s Management of this Project

4.3.3 Evaluation of ARD’s Management of this Project

4.3.4 Role of GOB/MEW in Project Management

4.3.5 Effectiveness of the National Project Steering Committee

4.3.6 Role of the Global Environmental Facility

Donor Coordination
Overall Performance of Implementing Agencies

Overall Progress Toward the Project Purpose

Options and Recommendations

5.1

5.2

5.3

Brief Review of the Current Situation

5.1.1 Political/Economic Context
5.1.2 MEW Commitment to Protected Areas Management

5.1.3 Current MEW Institutional Structure for Biodiversity
Conservation and Protected Areas Management

5.1.4 Interministerial Collaboration Between
MEW and MAFAR on Protected Areas Management

5.1.5 Overall Project Status
Essential Conditions for the Project to Go Forward

Institutional Options under Which the Project Could Go Forward

5.3.1 Overview of the Three Options Identified
5.3.2 Option I: Creation of Institutional Capacity Within MEW

25
28
28
32

37

38
39
39

41

41
42
43
45
45
45

46

47

47

49

49

49
49

49

50
50

50

51
51



5.3.3
534

Option II: Creation of a New, Independent Institute

Option lllI: Creation of a Protected Areas
Management Unit in MAFAR

54 Preferred Option: Institutional Capacity Development Within MEW

5.41
5.4.2
543

54.4

5.4.5
54.6

Rationale for the Evaluation Team’s Preference
Institutional Changes Needed

Institutional Roles in Protected Areas
Management under Option |

Need for an Institutional Assessment of
Biodiversity Conservation Functions

A Strategy for Proceeding with Option |
MOU Revisions Needed Under Option |

55 Other Recommendations

5.5.1
5.5.2
553

5.5.4
5.5.5

Appendices

Movement Between CLINS
Increase in Obligations to Match the Amount of the Contract

Increased Attention to Linkages
Between Science and PA Management

Support for Biodiversity Conservation in the Forestry Sector

Support for a Five-Year Review of the
National Biodiversity Conservation Strategy

Appendix A: Statement of Work for the Evaluation

Appendix B: List of People Interviewed

Appendix C: Review of Progress on Activities Recommended in the
Bulgarian National Biological Diversity Conservation Strategy

Appendix D: The Evaluation Team

Appendix E: The Evaluation Methodology

52

54
55

55
58

59

63
63
64

65

65
65

65
66

66



Acronyms and Abbreviations

ARD

CLIN

CoF

0(0)

COTR

GEF

GOB

MAFAR

MEW

MoE

MOU

NBDCS

NNPS

PACD

PMU

PPA

PSC

REI

SOW

SRA

STTA

DY

TOR

Associates in Rural Development, Inc.
Contract Line Item Number

Committee of Forests

Chief of Party

Contracting Office Technical Representative

Global Environmental Facility—In Bulgaria, synonymous with the USAID
Biodiversity Project

Government of Bulgaria

Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Agrarian Reform
Ministry of Environment and Waters

Ministry of Environment

Memorandum of Understanding

National Biological Diversity Conservation Strategy
National Nature Protection Service

Project Assistance Completion Date

Project Management Unit

Project Preparation Advance

Project Steering Committee

Regional Environmental Inspectorate

Statement of Work

Senior Resident Advisor

Short-Term Technical Assistance

Temporary Duty Assignment

Terms of Reference



Preface

The Bulgaria Global Environmental Facility Biodiversity Project (GEF) is the
culmination of collaboration between the Ministry of Environment (MoE) in Bulgaria and
the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) in the area of
biodiversity conservation over the period 1991-1995.

Preceding collaborative activities, including development of a National Biological
Diversity Conservation strategy and work in Bulgaria with the U.S. National Parks
Service, led to the development of the GEF Project. Through its Global Environmental
Facility operations, the World Bank provided Project Preparation Assistance to MoE to
conduct a biodiversity project design.

Associates in Rural Development, Inc. (ARD) was awarded a contract to assist the
Government of Bulgaria implement the project in July 1995 (USAID Contract Number
DHR-0039-C-00-5070-00). ARD is supported by three subcontractors: the Institute for
Sustainable Communities, RESOLVE, and Sheppard Robson International.

The three-year project assists MoE, other government organizations, including the
Committee of Forests, and diverse interested parties in:

e developing a collaborative Bulgarian system of administration and management
for National Parks and protected areas through development of management plans
for Central Balkan and Rila National Parks;

e strengthening biodiversity conservation institutions (with emphasis on MoE’s
National Nature Protection Service and park-level agencies);

e developing financial mechanisms to support biodiversity conservation in the long
term; and

e providing equipment to carry out the preceding tasks.

GEF is a three-year project with two phases of equal duration. During the first phase,
technical assistance, training, and procurement will focus on development of planning
skills, management planning, and financial studies. Phase II will begin pilot
implementation of plans and findings from Phase 1.

" In an international context “GEF” refers to the multi-lateral Global Environmental F acility administered
by the World Bank, United Nations Development Program and United Nations Environment Program. In
Bulgaria the term GEF (pronounced “Jeff”) has become synonymous with the USAID Biodiversity
Program. GEF is used as the project acronym in this and other reports. USAID’s Global Environmental
Facility activities result from a parallel bilateral funding option during the pilot phase of the “international”
Global Environmental Facility.

il



The project operates through ARD’s Project Management Unit (PMU) based in Sofia.
The PMU comprises a Senior Resident Advisor/Chief of Party, Project Coordinator,
Training Coordinator, and support staff. Most technical assistance and training is
provided by Bulgarian consultants. International consultants furnish assistance from their
broader experience and perspective, or on issues especially relevant to Bulgaria’s
transitional status.

v



1.0 Executive Summary

11  The Project

A mid-term evaluation of the Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project was conducted from mid-June
to mid-July 1997. This is a formative evaluation that is focused primarily on modifying the
project as appropriate to better achieve its objectives using the remaining time and resources
available. The project is a three-year, $4 million USAID project that was designed as part of
USAID’s parallel funding support to the Global Environmental Facility’s biodiversity
conservation focal area. The former Ministry of the Environment (MoE), now Ministry of
Environment and Waters (MEW), is the principal Government of the Republic of Bulgaria
(GOB) collaborating agency. The contract for implementation was awarded to ARD, Inc. of
Burlington, Vermont in July 1995. ARD is responsible for technical assistance, training, and
procurement of equipment. To accomplish this, ARD has created a Project Management Unit in
Sofia staffed with one Senior Resident Advisor, two Bulgarian professional staff and support
staff.

The Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project seeks to improve biodiversity conservation in Bulgaria
through institutional capacity-building at national, regional, and local levels. This was to be
accomplished primarily through the creation and development of a National Nature Protection
Service (NNPS) under the umbrella of the Ministry of Environment. The project is intended to
support this National Service’s capacity to assure biodiversity conservation functions at the
national and regional levels and to build totally new capacity for managing protected areas. The
latter was to be accomplished through development and implementation of pilot protected area
management plans at Rila and Central Balkans National Parks and through development of the
capacity within the National Service headquarters for the administration of Bulgaria’s system of
protected areas. The GOB Ministry of Environment is responsible for creating the institutional
structure of the National Service, for its staffing, and for its operating expenses as defined in an
intergovernmental Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) signed in January 1995.

1.2  Project Design

The Evaluation Team found that the project design lacked clarity and logical coherence in its
presentation of purpose, objectives, and tasks. These were reformulated after the project began
using USAID’s results framework, and the resulting document is much more precise and
coherent. Overall, the results framework reflects the original design quite accurately, but places a
significantly greater emphasis on building a constituency for biodiversity conservation. The
Evaluation Team finds this to be appropriate.

Numerous shortcomings were found in the design. Unlike the very successful, participative
process used for the preparation of the National Biological Diversity Conservation Strategy, the
most basic decisions of project design were made by a relatively small group. Basic, largely
unwritten, assumptions were made that proved false. It was assumed that draft legislation that
had been pending for several years would have been passed by project start-up and that this

1



legislation would have given the MEW a clear mandate for protected areas management and a
clear institutional structure for biodiversity conservation and protected areas management. The
law was not passed. It was assumed that the long-standing conflict with the Committee of
Forests (CoF) over the institutional mandates for protected areas management had been resolved
giving MEW clear authority. The powerful CoF remained opposed until early this year resulting
in major delays to project implementation. It was assumed that the National Nature Protection
Service as envisaged in the design could be created and could develop into a self-sustaining
institution during the three-year life of the project, including totally new institutional capacity for
protected areas management. At the time of the evaluation, the institutional structure of this
National Service, as envisaged in the design, has not yet been created by MEW.

It was apparently assumed that the inter-governmental MOU governing the project would suffice
in the absence of protected areas legislation. It has not. The design linked the project’s fate
strongly to one institution, the Ministry of Environment and its commitment to protected areas
management, and to the creation of the National Service. The Ministry has never shown clear
commitment to developing its own capacity for protected areas management and has not created
the National Service as envisaged. The design focused strongly on protected areas to the
exclusion of a range of other potential strategies for biodiversity conservation outlined in the
National Biological Diversity Conservation Strategy (NBDCS). The potential pitfalls presented
by the long-standing institutional conflicts over the mandate for protected areas management
were well-known. Finally, the two national parks chosen for the pilot management planning
consist of two relatively similar sites with relatively limited opportunities for learning. They are
both protected areas where the turf battles between MEW and CoF have been the strongest. A
different choice could have provided greater opportunities for learning while avoiding at least
part of the resistance from CoF.

1.3 Implementation

USAID awarded ARD, Inc. the contract for project implementation in July 1995. The following
month, the new, pro-socialist government that was formed during the project proposal review
stage made known its intention to transfer protected areas management, and the project, to the
Committee of Forests. Project start-up was postponed and USAID marshalled unanimous donor
opposition to this change. The government backed down in early 1996 after a half-year’s delay,
but the CoF remained a reluctant partner and walked out of the annual work planning workshop
in May, creating a new crisis in the project. This was partially resolved in August 1996 with the
signing of a tripartite letter of agreement among MEW, CoF, and USAID. MEW then began the
creation of park-level bodies and formed the Project Steering Committee called for in the MOU.
The dispute between MEW and CoF again flared in late 1996 and the PSC was unable to resolve
it. Despite this, the project began intensive work on park management planning and on training
of the newly recruited staff of the park-level bodies.

At this point the project was overtaken by larger events. The economy collapsed contributing to
a political crisis that led to the formation of an interim, caretaker government in February 1997.

Parliamentary elections were held in April and a new government was put in place shortly before
the arrival of the Evaluation Team. The CoF became a part of the agricultural ministry with new
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leadership much more disposed to collaboration with the new Ministry of Environment and
Waters and with the project. The project had no formal contact with the GOB during from
February until well after the arrival of the Evaluation Team.

1.3.1 Progress Toward Achievement of Objectives

The first objective is to provide overall institutional support to develop the capacity of the
National Service within MEW to assure the conservation of biodiversity in Bulgaria and to
manage the country’s network of protected areas. This National Service has not been created.
Although pieces of what the National Service should be, exist, they are just pieces lacking any
coherent institutional structure. Progress on Objective 1 has been very marginal.

Objective 2 involves the development and implementation of pilot management plans for two
national parks. Work on this started a year late because of the opposition of the powerful
Committee of Forests to an MEW mandate for protected areas management. CoF has created
their own park management units which, at the time of the evaluation, were working
independently, in parallel with the park-level bodies that have been created by MEW. The
institutional status and mandates of MEW’s park-level bodies are very unclear. They have no
meaningful budget for operating expenses and are staffed primarily by professionals on short-
term contracts. They are not part of a national system of protected areas management because
there is no such system.

Support for these park-level bodies and for protected areas management capacity has become the
principal focus of the project. Good progress has been made on developing a common
understanding of the modern notion of protected areas management. About 70 national
consultants have been conducting studies needed for the planning process. A series of
workshops and training events have contributed substantially to the human resources
development of the park-level body staff and of their collaborators in CoF, NGOs,
municipalities, and tourism boards. This work has been complemented by several international
consultants that have provided expertise unavailable locally.

Overall progress on Objective 2 has been substantial but it is very tenuous because of the
institutional status of the park-level bodies and because of the lack of a national system of
protected areas management. The technical approach and results of the project are basically very
sound. It is the institutional commitment of the MEW that is lacking. MEW’s park-level bodies
have no clear institutional status and no clear mandate for protected areas management. They are
not part of a coherent institutional structure for protected areas management in Bulgaria. The
staff of the park-level bodies have no meaningful operational budget. The focus of this $4
million project to date has been on a group of 11 people with little job security, most of whom
are on one- or two-month contracts.

Objective 3 calls for the identification and development of alternative financial mechanisms to
fund protected areas management. An initial analysis has been done, but, in the absence of any
defined institutional structure for park management, it makes little sense to go further at this

point. Progress has been moderate. Objective 4 is procurement of equipment for the two pilot



parks. Basic office equipment was procured, but everything else has been put on hold by USAID
subject to the GOB fulfilling their commitments under the MOU. Progress has been marginal.

1.3.2 Project Management

USAID’s management of the project design and award was relatively poor. Since the project
began, their attempts to keep the project on track despite the design flaws and the conflict
between CoF and MEW have been very good. This is hampered by the geographic location and
physical isolation of the COTR’s office in Washington, DC. The OAR office has been
exceptionally supportive of the project and has twice used its influence at very high levels of the
GOB in attempts to get the GOB to respect its commitments under the MOU. Success has been
only partial, however. The working relationship between USAID/Washington, its OAR office in
Sofia and ARD is an exceptionally good one.

ARD has performed very well in their management of this project. Their project management
unit in Sofia is staffed by an exceptionally qualified and dedicated team with two Bulgarian
professionals and a senior technical advisor from ARD’s home office. Under the circumstances
that have prevailed, the PMU has frequently been called on to play a much greater role of
diplomat and negotiator than a contractor is normally called upon to do, and they have played this
role quite well. Their technical approach has been sound and delivery of training and technical
assistance, procurement, and reporting have all been well-managed. They have been less
successful in focusing attention on the need for MEW to create the institutional framework called
for in project design.

The major management problem on this project has been the failure of the GOB/MoE/MEW to
respect the commitments made under the MOU. The project is supposed to support the
development of a new institution to be created under the umbrella of MEW. This new institution
is to have overall responsibility for biodiversity conservation and protected areas management
and is to have national, regional, and local (protected area) components. MEW leadership has
not created the institution that the project is intended to support. The MEW department head for
nature protection did not allow the project to conduct an overall institutional assessment of their
existing institutional structures for biodiversity conservation and they have not responded
positively to project requests for the establishment of clear counterpart relationships with their
existing staff at the national level.

1.3.3 Overall Progress Toward Project Purpose

While the project has begun to make significant progress in developing the human resource skills
in the area of protected areas management planning at the two pilot national parks, this capacity
is not becoming institutionalized. The GOB has failed to create a coherent institutional
framework for biodiversity conservation and protected areas management for the project to
support. The GEF Project is not viable in its current institutional context.



1.4 Essential Conditions Under Which the Project Could Go Forward

Given the history of the project to date, the Evaluation Team considers it to be essential that new
protected areas/biodiversity conservation legislation be passed by the GOB if the project is to go
on. If new legislation is not passed by March 1998, the project should be discontinued. If the
project is to continue, either MEW must create the National Nature Protection Service in the
institutional form defined in the project design and the MOU, or the GOB should create a
completely new institution for protected areas management outside of the MEW. Two other such
institutional options are defined by the Evaluation Team.

The Evaluation Team believes that MEW is the most appropriate institutional home for
biodiversity conservation and protected areas management, but this needs to be formalized with
clear, new legislation. The Evaluation Team strongly recommends that GOB/MEW push for
passage of new legislation that gives MEW a clear mandate for protected areas management and
that creates a new, semi-autonomous institution for biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management under the umbrella of MEW. If GOB/MEW agree to fulfill these conditions, the
Project should enter an interim phase that would end when the conditions are met (but that would
not go beyond the end of March 1998). During the interim phase, the Project activities should
focus on assistance to the GOB to undertake the needed institutional/policy/legislative reforms.

1.5 Recommendations

MEW should create one coherent institutional structure (the National Service) that is responsible
for overseeing all aspects of biodiversity conservation and that is directly responsible for
protected areas management in Bulgaria. This National Service should consist of a national
headquarters, protected area management units in the field, and biodiversity units housed in the
Regional Environmental Inspectorates (REISs).

The National Service headquarters should be responsible for:
* development of national policies on biodiversity conservation;
+ development of national outreach programs for biodiversity conservation;

* GOB’s representation/commitments to international treaties and conventions concerning
biodiversity conservation (five at present);

* management of Bulgaria’s system of protected areas. Headquarters’ functions will
include development of an information base on the network, establishment of national
priorities, development of guidelines, monitoring and evaluation, and administration of
the network of protected areas management units; and

* initiation and oversight of the management planning process for individual protected
areas.



The National Service’s protected area management units should be responsible for managing
individual protected areas (i.e., for implementation of protected area management plans). These
park-level management units will be directly under the technical and administrative direction of
the national headquarters. Many of the management functions may be achieved through the
development of partnerships and interagency agreements with other organizations, but the
direction and leadership should come from MEW/National Service employees. The rest of the
staff could be a mixture of MEW employees and others seconded under interagency agreements
from Forestry, municipalities, tourism boards, and others.

Forestry’s role in protected areas management must be negotiated between MEW/National
Service and MAFAR/Forestry. Forestry’s role in the management of each protected area should
be primarily a function of the protected area status and the defined management objectives and
management activities for the individual protected area. In non-forested protected areas, Forestry
may have no role at all. In other areas, they may play a very large role. Forestry’s roles could
include interventions for the management of flora and fauna in protected areas, fire detection and
suppression, patrol and surveillance, facilities and infrastructure management, visitor use and
service functions, and public education. Municipalities, NGOs, museums, tourism boards and
other groups should also play a wide range of management roles under management agreements
with the National Service’s protected area management units.



2.0 Introduction

2.1 Brief Overview of the Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project

This report presents the findings and recommendations of the mid-term evaluation of the
Bulgaria Global Environment Facility Biodiversity Project. The project was developed in the
context of the optimism and the political and economic confusion of the aftermath of the break-
up of the Soviet Union. It was developed jointly by USAID and the World Bank with the GOB
Ministry of Environment. The project is part of USAID’s contribution to the Global
Environment Facility within the GEF focal area of biodiversity conservation. Unlike most GEF
projects, this project is administered directly by USAID under a parallel funding mechanism.

Bulgaria has biodiversity of international significance with some of the largest and least-altered
natural areas in Europe. Much of the biodiversity is found in Bulgaria’s protected areas, but
Bulgaria has never had an institutional structure for the administration and management of its
network of protected areas. The modern concepts of protected areas management and
management planning were developed little in Bulgaria prior to this project.

The Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project seeks to improve biodiversity conservation in Bulgaria
through institutional capacity-building at national, regional, and local levels. This was to be
achieved primarily through the creation and development of a National Nature Protection Service
under the umbrella of the Ministry of Environment. The project is intended to support this
National Service’s capacity to assure biodiversity conservation functions at the national and
regional levels and to build totally new capacity for managing protected areas. Pilot protected
area management plans are to be developed and implemented at Rila and Central Balkans
National Parks and capacity developed within the National Service’s headquarters for the
administration of Bulgaria’s system of protected areas. The GOB Ministry of Environment is
responsible for creating the institutional structure of the National Service, for its staffing and for
its operating expenses as defined in an intergovernmental MOU signed in January 1995.

The Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project is a three-year, US$ 4 million project administered
directly by the USAID ENI/EEUD/ENR office in Washington, DC. The former Ministry of the
Environment, now Ministry of Environment and Waters (the acronym, MEW, will be used
throughout the report to refer to both), is the principal GOB collaborating agency. The contract
for implementation was awarded to ARD, Inc. of Burlington, Vermont in July 1995. ARD is
responsible for technical assistance, training, and procurement of equipment. To accomplish
this, ARD has created a Project Management Unit in Sofia staffed with one Senior Resident
Advisor, two Bulgarian professional staff, and support staff.



2.2 Purpose of the Evaluation

This mid-term project evaluation was scheduled as part of the project design. This is typical for
USAID-funded projects. What is not typical is that the Contractor, ARD, has been charged with
compiling and hiring the evaluation team themselves, albeit with USAID’s concurrence.
Normally mid-term and final evaluations of USAID projects are “independent” evaluations done
by a third party under contract with USAID. The SOW for this evaluation, however, makes it
clear that this is to be a “formative” evaluation. The basic purpose of this evaluation is to bring
in an evaluation team that can review the design and implementation of the project to date, and,
more importantly, work with the Contractor and USAID to formulate strategies and
recommendations that will enable the project to better achieve its objectives within the remaining
time and resources available—thus the word “formative.” The emphasis of this evaluation is less
on judging the performance of the different implementing agencies to date and more on how to
improve project performance during the remaining life-of-project through PACD. The full SOW
for this evaluation is quite lengthy. It is presented in Appendix A of this report.

The Evaluation Team strongly supports the idea of a formative mid-term evaluation focused on
improving project implementation throughout the life of project. They further believe that, for
such a formative evaluation, it is appropriate that the Contractor take the lead in putting the
evaluation team together. The Contractor will be judged on overall performance at the end of the
project and should have a strong interest in modifying/improving strategies for achieving project
objectives during the remaining life of project.

The Team, however, does not believe it would be appropriate for the Contractor to recruit the
Team under a situation where a positive working relationship between USAID and the
Contractor does not exist. Under such circumstances, it would probably be best for a third party
to conduct the evaluation. Fortunately, this was not the case on this project; the working
relationship between USAID and the Contractor was one of the best that any of the Team
members had ever encountered. The Evaluation Team believes that final evaluations of projects
should be conducted by third parties, and not by the Contractor.

2.3 Readers’ Guide to the Organization of the Report

This report is organized into an introduction, an evaluation of project design, an evaluation of
project implementation, followed by a presentation of options and recommendations for the
future, and then five appendices. This section, 2.0 Introduction, presents a brief overview of the
project and a presentation of the purpose for this mid-term evaluation.

Section 3.0 is the Team’s evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of the project design. The
Team found several important design flaws that have seriously affected the implementation of
the project. Section 3.1 reviews the key steps/events during the project design in both table and
text format. Section 3.2 then analyzes the clarity and logical coherence of the project’s purpose,



objectives, and tasks, including their reformulation within USAID’s new results framework.
Section 3.3 evaluates the design in terms of methodology, assumptions (largely unwritten), and
its key strategic elements. Section 3.4 summarizes the strengths of the design, and Section 3.5
presents a summary to this chapter.

Section 4.0 evaluates the implementation of the project with two major sections evaluating
progress made toward achievement of the technical objectives of the project and a second on
project management. Section 4.1 reviews key events in project implementation both in table and
text format. Section 4.2 evaluates progress to date toward achievement of the four main project
objectives as presented in the Project SOW followed by a brief section on training. Evaluation of
project management in Section 4.3 covers the roles of USAID/Washington, USAID/OAR/Sofia,
ARD/Burlington, and ARD/PMU in the delivery of technical assistance and training and in
procurement within the framework of the design. It evaluates the GOB/MEW’s roles in fulfilling
its obligations under the Project MOU. Section 4.4 covers donor coordination, Section 4.5
summarizes the overall performance of the main implementing agencies, and Section 4.6
presents a statement of overall progress of the project as a whole.

Section 5.0 is the key chapter that presents conditions, options, and strategies for moving forward
on the project. Section 5.1 starts with a review of the present situation, Section 5.2 presents the
essential conditions under which the project could go forward, and Section 5.3 defines three
institutional options under which this could happen. Section 5.4 then develops the preferred
option in considerable detail, and Section 5.5 ends with other related recommendations.

There are five appendices to this report. Appendix A is the SOW for the evaluation. Appendix
B is the list of persons contacted, and Appendix C is a summary of progress made in
implementing the National Biodiversity Conservation Strategy prepared by team member Petar
Iankov. Appendix D presents brief biographical sketches of the Evaluation Team members, and
Appendix E presents the Team’s evaluation methodology.
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3.0 Evaluation of Project Design

3.1 Historical Summary of the Design Process

Table 1 presents an historical summary of the key events in the design of the GEF Bulgaria
Project. It includes both specific design-related events as well as the key political changes that
were occurring simultaneously.

The move toward democratic change that led to the fall of the Communist government began in
Bulgaria in 1989. USAID has been involved in the environment sector in Bulgaria at least since
1991 when there were a series of TDYs by USAID, EPA, and the World Bank. The concept that
developed into the GEF Bulgaria Biodiversity Conservation Project originated in the period
1991-1992, although many specific events are now difficult to pin down six years later.

In 1992 and 1993, USAID funded the preparation of the National Biological Diversity
Conservation Strategy for Bulgaria through the Biodiversity Support Program. Published in
1994, the NBDCS was one of the earlier national biodiversity strategies developed in the world
and has been recognized as one of the better examples of such a strategy. Although not officially
adopted by the GOB as national policy, the NBDCS has become a very influential “de facto”
policy document for the country. At the time, the strongly participatory process employed in
developing the strategy was perhaps as important as the product. Bulgaria had just emerged from
45 years under a Communist “command structure” of government. The opportunity for different
stakeholders to openly air and debate their different points of view in a public forum was a
foreign and exciting experience for most of the participants in this process.

The formal design process of the GEF project began just after completion of the draft NBDCS.
Through an unusual agreement, the World Bank agreed to fund the project design through a
Project Preparation Advance (PPA), and USAID agreed to fund project implementation.
Furthermore, USAID decided to do this as part of their contribution to the Global Environmental
Facility in the GEF focal area of biodiversity conservation. This meant that the design had to be
approved by GEF, that the project would be open to international bidding, and that USAID’s
normal restrictions on sourcing for procurement would not apply.

The most critical decisions of the project design were made in about mid-1993 during the
preparation of the TOR for the PPA-funded, competitively awarded design document
preparation. These TOR specify that the project would focus on the development of protected
areas management institutional capacity in the Ministry of the Environment, and that Rila and
Central Balkans National Parks would be the two focal field sites for management planning (the
TOR called for the preparation of management plans for these two parks as part of the design).
The Evaluation Team was not able to determine who, on the donor side, made these key
decisions or what their exact reasoning was. It is almost certain that both the World Bank and
USAID jointly developed and/or approved these TOR with MEW.
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Table 1: Events Prior to Contract Award

Date Project Related Event Political Event
1991 National Environmental Strategy and Action Plan prepared Coalition
Idea for creation of NNPS raised by the MoE as one of the Government,
priorities identified by the National Environment Strategy and unrealistic
Action Plan Expectations for
rapid positive
changes; real
possibilities for
improvement of some
institutions
June USAID, WB and US EPA undertake a series of environment
missions to Bulgaria, this leads to decision to develop a GEF
biodiversity project
Draft Protected Areas act prepared and submitted to the
Parliament
October 31" Central Balkan NP created
Initial concept for GEF biodiversity project developed with WB
and USAID
November First UDF
government, some
Signs of
improvement in the
situation
1992
January Idea for creating NNPS discussed at the National Palace of
Culture Meeting, supported by the scientific and nature
conservation community and NGOs, but strongly opposed by the
CoF
March- Bulgaria Environment Strategy Study, World Bank
December Rila NP created
August Study tour to US National Parks for senior staff of MoE and CoF
November Pro-‘socialist’
Government, but
MoE
Minister Bosevski
highly committed to
biodiversity
conservation
1993
January
March NBDCS completed with USAID/BSP support
July Ribaritza Information Workshop for MoE and CoF local staff
October WB through the GEF approves a PPA
1994
January USAID sets Nov 1994 as target date for contract award

TOR for GEF design prepared with focus on MoE institutional
capacity for protected areas management with Rila and Central
Balkan pilot parks

MoE awards bid for design to SECA with WB funding
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Table 1: Events Prior to Contract Award

Date Project Related Event Political Event

February-May | SECA prepares project design
March Ist National Nature Protection Service created as department in MoE
May NBDCS published
May Project design completed by SECA; design is detailed and

prescriptive
September 8th | National Nature Protection Service Regulations established by

MoE administrative ‘order’
September USAID issues Request for Proposals Interim government
November Council of Ministers approves the project
December Bulgaria Environmental Strategy Study Update and follow-up
December Project proposals submitted
December 20th | Approval by the Councils of Ministers for signing of MoU
1995
January MoU signed between government of USA and Bulgaria with both

parties aware a new ‘socialist’ government was coming that

would be opposed to MoE mandate for protected areas

management
January to | Major delays in the analysis of proposals by USAID
May

New ‘socialist’

February Government
May Clarifications requested of bidders
June Best and Final offers of leading proposals requested
July 11th Contract awarded to ARD, Inc.

The Ministry of Environment awarded the design to a French consulting firm called Société
d’Eco-Amenagement (SECA) in January 1994. The resulting design was highly detailed and
prescriptive. USAID then prepared a much more general RFP that was less prescriptive allowing
bidders more room for initiative in their proposals. The RFP was released in September 1994
and proposals were submitted in December 1994. After some very significant delays in the
review of the proposals, USAID awarded the contract to ARD, Inc. in July 1995. In the SOW
that was intended to be Attachment 1 to the USAID/ARD contract (but was never actually
attached), a footnote on page 3 specifies that the SECA document, “should be viewed as an
illustrative document only.”

In the meantime, a protracted process of drafting and negotiation of a MOU between the GOB
and the Government of the United States had been underway. This serves as a formal bilateral
accord between the two governments. It was approved by the Council of Ministers of the GOB
and then signed by the two parties in January 1995 with the Minister of MEW representing the
GOB. The following month, a new pro-socialist government was elected and the Minister of
Environment who had been strongly supportive of the development of a National Nature
Protection Service with the mandate and capacity for protected areas management, was replaced
by a new minister who did not share the same views.
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3.2 Coherence of Project Purpose, Objectives, and Tasks

USAID project designs normally include a “logframe” or logical framework which presents
inputs leading to activities that contribute to achievement of project objectives (realizable during
the life of the project) that contribute to a high-level purpose. The GEF Bulgaria project design
does not include a logical framework.

3.2.1 Project Purpose

This project was designed as part of USAID’s contribution to the Global Environmental Facility
(GEF) within the GEF focal area of biodiversity conservation. One would expect to find this
clearly reflected in the project purpose. The purpose of this project as stated in Section 2.0 of the
SOW of the USAID/ARD contract is,

“The [project] focuses on strengthening the nature protection management system
at the national and regional/local levels. This will include establishment of an
institutional framework and development and implementation of sound
management strategies for the protection of areas of significant biodiversity.”

This statement of purpose is a weak one. It places the strongest emphasis on institutional
strengthening, but does not present a clear statement of the purpose of this capacity-building.
Institutional strengthening is clearly a means toward achieving a higher purpose, not an end in
itself. It does state that the project purpose “will include...protection of biodiversity” leaving the
impression that the main purpose is something else.

3.2.2 Project Objectives and Tasks

Immediately after the statement of purpose, Section 2.0 of the SOW states,

“In order to meet these objectives (this is very confusing, because it refers to the
statement of purpose as the objectives), the Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity project
will:

(a) support the implementation of Bulgaria’s biodiversity conservation strategy
(including the support for the consolidation of conservation functions under the
newly established National Nature Protection Service (NNPS)

(b) develop financial mechanisms (i.e., nature tax and user fees) to fund a self-
sustaining protected area program

(c) develop protected area management planning and implementation processes,
and demonstrate park development through site specific management programs.
This includes....development of management plans for the Central Balkans
National Park...and Rila National Park
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(d) provide equipment for the management of the Central Balkans and Rila
National Parks.

We shall refer to (a) through (d) as the project objectives. Objectives b, c, and d are logically
consistent with the purpose of conserving biodiversity through institutional strengthening,
although they make it clear that the project will focus strongly on the specific area of institutional
capacity development for protected areas management.

The wording of objective (a), however, is problematic. “Support the implementation of
Bulgaria’s biodiversity conservation strategy..” is an extremely broad statement. Institutional
strengthening of the MEW and the NNPS for biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management are relatively small elements of the NBDCS, (and were recognized in the NBDCS
as problematic ones at that). Although it has not been done, this statement could have been
interpreted to include many types of activities that were not foreseen in the project design. The
second portion of objective (a) is also worded very poorly, “including the support for the
consolidation of conservation functions under the..NNPS.” Consolidation of conservation
functions could easily be interpreted to mean that NNPS should be directly responsible for all
forest management, all soil and water conservation, all fish and game management, etc., although
this was almost certainly not the intent. This wording would indicate a lack of a natural
resources management background on the part of those that drafted this SOW.

In Section 4.0 of the SOW, the above four objectives reappear as tasks and sub-tasks (although
the linkage is not explicit). The statement of each task is substantively different from those in
Section 2.0 of the SOW. This is most apparent in the restatement of objective (a) which
reappears as,

“The Contractor will strengthen the capacities of the [MEW]/NNPS.... to develop
essential components of protected area administration including institutional
coordination and administration, protection and conservation.....”

The first statement of objective (a) has no mention of protected areas management and the
second is totally focused on protected areas management. This leaves the design open to wide
variations in its interpretation. The Evaluation Team concludes that there are serious
shortcomings to the logical coherence in the statement of purpose, objectives, and tasks in the
design SOW of this project.

3.2.3 The Project Results Framework

The Project was designed before USAID’s re-engineering process had led to the adoption of the
results framework for project design. The USAID COTR who took over project management
just after project start-up requested the project staff to recast the project’s objectives and tasks
into the language of the new results framework. Under the framework that emerged, an overall
Project Objective is supported by two major “Results” which, in turn, are supported by “two
levels of Intermediate Results.” This framework is intended to better define the specific results
to be achieved during the project and to make the relationships between results and overall
project objectives explicit.
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The overall project objective has been recast as, “Improved management systems for biodiversity
conservation in Bulgaria.” Result A is, “stronger and more effective institutional structures and
policies for management and administration of biodiversity conservation are operational.”
Result B is, Effective management regimes are adopted and operational in two National Parks.”
The results framework hierarchy for the two major results are presented in Figures 1 and 2. The
Evaluation Team finds that the results framework that was produced is a much more coherent
statement of what the project is attempting to achieve than the poorly worded, sometimes
inconsistent presentation in the original SOW. Given the garbled nature of the original SOW, it
is probably fortunate for the project that they went through the exercise of recasting objectives
and tasks as a results framework.

The Project SOW, however, is the basic document against which the Evaluation Team was asked
to evaluate project implementation. In theory, there should be no disagreement between this
results framework and the purpose, objectives, and tasks of the SOW. The principal differences
noted by the Evaluation Team is at the level of Intermediate Result A.4, “Improved
understanding and support for biodiversity conservation nationally and internationally.”

Actions to achieve this include building a constituency for biodiversity conservation at all levels
of Bulgarian society, incorporating biodiversity conservation information into school curricula
and the coordinating donor activities for biodiversity conservation. While this seems to go
beyond what was foreseen in the original design, the Evaluation Team believes they are all
appropriate, especially in hindsight. Building a constituency is especially critical under the new
economic conditions, with frequent changes in governments and with the need to push new
protected areas legislation through Parliament. It has also been possible for the project to move
forward on these activities independently from the required institutional reforms that have not
been made within the MEW and despite the conflicts between Environment and CoF.

The PMU team found the results framework exercise to be a very useful tool for developing their
strategic thinking about the projects. They have found it cumbersome, however, for reporting on
this project which has experienced delays and blockages on so many of the Intermediate Results.

3.3 Project Design Issues

Several features of the project’s design phase have had serious, negative impacts on the project’s
progress in meeting the overall goal of promoting biodiversity conservation capacities and
activities in Bulgaria. These features include the methodology followed in developing the
original design, the assumptions upon which the design was based, and the lack of explicit links
to the concurrent development of the NBDCS.
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3.3.1 Design Methodology

Especially in the earliest phases of the design process, the project appears to have involved
limited participation from the broad constituency of stakeholders concerned with biodiversity
conservation. Although it has been difficult to determine where and when decisions about the
design’s essential structure were made, they seem to have been based on input from a limited
number of USAID, World Bank, and GOB personnel. During the critical design period (from
1992 to early 1994), designers of the GEF project failed to take advantage of the participatory
process followed in developing the NBDCS. By the time the scope of work for the PPA/SECA
design study was prepared, basic decisions to focus the project strongly on MEW capacity-
building, on protected areas management, and on two recently created national parks had already
been made.

The World Bank then provided PPA funding to MEW, which competitively awarded a contract
for development of a project design document to SECA. This was initiated after the NBDCS
workshop and completed as the NBDCS was published (May 1994). USAID then went on to
prepare the RFP, ignoring much of the detail of the SECA design but retaining such elements as
budget divisions, LOE, procurement, and travel. The NBDCS, as both a process and a product,
was poorly reflected in all these stages of project design, whereas it might have functioned as a
blueprint. Much of the highly detailed and prescriptive content of the SECA design study was
essentially a wasted effort.

3.3.2 Design Assumptions

The original project design was predicated on a series of problematic assumptions. Moreover,
these assumptions were not clearly expressed as such in the planning documents. In several
cases, these assumptions reflect a misreading of existing conditions within Bulgaria. In other
cases, they seem to reflect an evident desire to move ahead quickly on various components of the
project activities despite potential obstacles. Most of the assumptions seem to have remained
unwritten, and largely unchallenged, throughout the SECA design, preparation of the RFP and
the MOU, and award of the contract.

(1) The PPA/RFP design assumed that a new protected areas law, clarifying institutional
mandates, could and would be enacted in a timely fashion. Draft protected area
legislation had already been in circulation for several years as the project was being
designed. There was no firm reason to believe that such legislation would be adopted
quickly. Quick adoption was unrealistic given the complicated nature of such legislation,
the strong forestry interests affected by the legislation, and the volatile state of national
politics at the time. Indeed, by the time the MOU was signed, it was clear to both MEW
and USAID that a new government was coming to power that would not be favorable to
MEW having the mandate for protected areas management as foreseen in the draft
Protected Areas Bill. USAID signed the MOU anyway and proceeded to award the
contract several months later. Almost three years later, comprehensive new protected
areas legislation has yet to be passed by Parliament. As this report is being prepared, the
new leadership of MEW has just declared that passage of such legislation is among their
highest priorities.
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)

3)

4

The PPA/RFP design assumed that the institutional commitments to, and responsibilities
for, protected area management had been defined to a sufficient degree that the project
could be efficiently implemented. The long-standing jurisdictional dispute between the
former Committee of Forests (CoF) and Ministry of Environment over protected areas
administration had never been a secret, and it has been the most significant obstacle
facing the project during most of the life of the project. Although the Minister of MEW
during the design phase favored the development of a clear mandate and institutional
capacity for protected areas management within his ministry, subsequent ministers have
been hesitant, or at least unclear, in their full support for assuming protected area
responsibilities. On the other hand, opposition from the powerful CoF did not ease until
early 1997. Yet, the project was designed with the development of institutional capacity
for protected area management within MEW as its main focus, downplaying the highly
problematic character of this issue.

The PPA/RFP design assumed that the National Service, with completely new
institutional capacity for both managing individual protected areas and for administering
Bulgaria’s system of protected areas, could be both created and made sustainable within
the project’s three-year lifespan. The MOU, especially in its annexes, followed this
assumption in developing a highly optimistic scenario for institutional strengthening of
the National Service. Under the best of conditions, these may have been realistic plans.
Given the unstable state of the political atmosphere and the inter-institutional conflict
over the protected areas mandate, these plans, and the assumption upon which they were
based, were highly questionable.

The PPA/RFP design assumed that the specified tasks could be completed under highly
unpredictable and unstable socioeconomic and political conditions. Although several
planning documents stressed the need for flexibility, the original RFP remained relatively
prescriptive (in, for example, its specific focus on the two protected areas). Flexibility
was not built into the design; it has been mandated, however, by the conditions and
circumstances under which it has been implemented.

Because these largely unwritten assumptions have proven largely false, project managers have
experienced substantial delays and have been unable to even begin implementation of significant
components of the project.

3.3.3 Strategic Design Issues

In addition to the design preparation issues described above, the final project design also entailed
strategic features that have had long-term consequences for implementation.

The Memorandum of Understanding

The MOU signed in January 1995 served in effect as part of the project design. A key question
one must ask was whether the project should have been initiated before important institutional
issues were resolved. These issues included the level of commitment within the then Ministry of
Environment, and the relationship between MEW and the former Committee of Forests which

20



wished to retain full jurisdiction over protected areas [at least the forested protected areas]. The
MOU was clearly drafted under the assumption that the Protected Areas Bill that would have
resolved these questions would have passed before the project was implemented. If the MOU
was intended to provide resolution of these and other issues, one can only acknowledge that, in
hindsight, it didn’t.

The MOU, on the Bulgarian side, was signed by the MEW following approval by the GOB
Council of Ministers. By the time the MOU was signed, the signatories were aware that the
government would soon change and that the new government would be opposed to a MEW
mandate for protected areas management. Difficulties in implementing the MOU could have
been easily anticipated. Finally, the MOU annexes, providing operational direction, were overly
prescriptive and unrealistic, and were not based on any coherent analysis of needs, conditions,
and commitments.

Choice of Implementing Agencies

The choice of the MEW as the lead implementing agency was made at the very beginning of the
design process and was based on the assumption that it could develop a strong and coherent
institutional structure for national biodiversity conservation policy, and that it would have a clear
mandate as the sole juridical body responsible for management of protected areas. Progress in
the project was thus tied closely to the fate of this particular agency, narrowing the options for
effective allotment of project resources. Moreover, the essentially exclusive choice of this close
partnership with MEW may have only reinforced the antagonism of the CoF at the time. The
design also provided little role for NGOs, in contrast both to the usual practice of USAID
projects as well as the precedent established during preparation of the NBDCS. The design, in
effect, based everything on the creation of the National Service within MEW. The National
Service, as envisaged in the design, has never been created and the project has had only limited
flexibility to further the purpose and objectives of the project in its absence.

Focus on Protected Areas Component

From the earliest point of its development, the project was focused mainly on protected areas
management, to the general exclusion of other important biodiversity conservation issues. At the
same time, the design documents contain no well developed statement of rationale, outlining the
role that national parks and other protected areas would play within a comprehensive biodiversity
conservation program. Other important responsibilities of the MEW in biodiversity
conservation, such as the mandates and activities of the REI biodiversity and forestry officers,
received little attention. The net effect of the strong focus on protected areas was that project
progress hinged, to a significant extent, on the relationship between the CoF and the MEW. As
noted elsewhere in this report, this relationship was, and remains, a central issue. But it was
unwise to design the project in such a way that its success would require such a large investment
of time in the clarification of that relationship, to the exclusion or neglect of the many other
issues upon which greater momentum might have been built.
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Choice of Pilot National Parks

From the beginning, the TOR for the PPA mandated attention to Rila and Central Balkans
National Parks. There is no doubt that these parks are of critical importance to the conservation
of biodiversity, and well deserving of increased attention and planning. Nevertheless, there is
some question as to whether the long-term goals of the project were best served by this decision,
and the process followed in making it. In the context of this project, the two parks were chosen
to serve as pilot projects for management planning within the national protected areas network as
a whole, yet they offer relatively narrow opportunities for comparison. They protect roughly
similar types of ecosystems (i.e., mostly montane forests plus highland meadows and sub-alpine
and alpine types), and have similar institutional needs and problems, particularly those related to
overlapping jurisdictions with the former CoF. The human pressures on these two parks are not
paricularly strong.

A broader approach to the choice of pilot protected areas, with clearly defined characteristics,
objectives, and criteria, might have provided a smoother path to success in this task. A wider
range of opportunities and lessons might have been gained if a protected area in a different region
(e.g., the Rhodopes, Strandzha Mountain, Dobrudzha) or in a different ecotype (wetlands, steppe,
coastal sand dunes) had been chosen. Such a site could have taken some of the attention off the
tension in the MEW/CoF relationship, and allowed greater attention to be focused on
strengthening the NNPS; provided a better chance of earlier and clearer results; provided better
opportunities for comparison of protected areas management planning; provided better
“coverage” of key biogeographic areas; offered a better sense of regional variation in the
institutional challenges of protected area management; and yielded greater opportunities to define
the distinctive role of the National Service in national biodiversity conservation policy.

3.4 Design Strengths

Although this section has focused on apparent weaknesses in the project design, it should be
noted that the original design also entailed important strengths that allowed it to adapt to
changing circumstances and to make substantial contributions to biodiversity conservation.
These strengths include:

o Timeliness of investment. The project provided immediate follow-up to the NBDCS
process, and was designed to foster near-term results. It has served to bring attention to
important issues, especially protected area management, that were previously neglected.

e Budgetary flexibility: The project has only three budgetary line items. This has made it
relatively easy for the project to operate under unforeseen circumstances and to adjust
resources as needed.

e Financial mechanisms component. The explicit attention to financial mechanisms as a

priority project task is especially important as the government ministries seek to
maximize the impact of their limited funds.
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e Training programs: The design’s strong emphasis on basic training programs is
especially appropriate and necessary, and will have continuing benefits for biodiversity
conservation within the country.

3.5 Summary

The next chapter will describe in detail the problems encountered in the course of project
implementation. Most of the principal problems are rooted directly in the false assumptions and
strategic errors made during the design phase. Although the World Bank was a key actor in the
design process, USAID was involved from the beginning and is fully responsible for the RFP and
the MOU. The project is a USAID/Washington initiative under the responsibility of their
ENI/EEUD/ENR office. The ENR staff for Bulgaria during the design phase were directly
responsible for design strengths and weaknesses.

In the Evaluation Team’s judgment, the most critical shortcomings in the design process were:
» failure to incorporate the product and process of the NBDCS into project design;

* limited participation during the early stages of the design process in the most basic
decisions affecting the project design;

» failure to require that design assumptions be made explicit and subject to peer review and
monitoring; and

* limited involvement of professionals with broad training and experience in natural
resources management in the design process.
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4.0 Evaluation of Project Implementation

4.1 Historical Summary of Project Implementation

Table 2 presents the key historical events that have taken place since USAID awarded the project
to ARD, Inc. in July 1995. This includes both events that are directly related to the project and,
in a separate column, political and economic developments that are essential for a better
understanding of the project-related events.

A new, pro-socialist government was elected the month after the project MOU was signed and
before the contract was awarded to ARD. The new government sided with CoF on the long-
standing conflict with MEW over the institutional mandate for protected areas management.
Coincident with the arrival of ARD’s COP in August 1995, the GOB let it be known, albeit
unofficially, that they wished to transfer authority for protected areas management, and the
project, to CoF.

USAID and the other donors active in this sector reacted strongly and unanimously against this
proposal. A stop work order was eventually issued by USAID and project start-up was
effectively delayed for half a year (ARD’s COP returned to ARD’s headquarters). The GOB
eventually decided that they must honor the MOU that they had signed and that the project would
remain with MEW. The project effectively began with the permanent arrival of the COP in
February 1996. A new USAID project officer (COTR) replaced the COTR who had overseen the
design phase shortly thereafter. CoF remained a very “reluctant” partner, however, and walked
out of the first annual work planning workshop in May 1996 creating another crisis. Most
project activities were suspended for the next three months. A formal project suspension was
narrowly averted in August 1996 with the signature of a tripartite letter of agreement among
MEW, CoF, and USAID.

At this point MEW finally began the creation of park-level bodies, but MEW did not create the
institutional structure for a National Nature Protection Service as envisaged in the project design.
The Protected Areas Bill was not enacted, nor has there been any attempt to do so during the life
of the project. The Project Steering Committee (PSC) was finally formed in late November
1996, but relations between MEW and CoF deteriorated very badly once again. In spite of these
problems, the project began an intense period of activity in support of the early stages of park
management planning at the two pilot national parks and in support of the human resources
development of the staff of the new MEW park-level bodies.

25



Table 2: Events Following Contract Award

Date

Project Related Event

Political Event

1995

New ‘Socialist’
Government

Period of reduced
emphasis on the rule of
law in all spheres of
society’s life - mafiotic
structures

developed, increasing
crimes, corruption;
declining credibility of
the state authority

July 26-28th

ARD’s CoP consults with USAID’s COTR in Washington, DC

August 13-31st

CoP in Sofia; project start-up delayed

September 14th

Contract Amendment No 1 issued, exercising option period

October Pan-European Ministerial Conference on the Environment
October Independent review team, prepares independent assessment; recommends
protected areas management in MoE
November 30th Contract Amendment No 2 issued, adding “Stop Work Order” clause,
and 30 day Stop Work Order issued beginning of December
December GoB recognizes MoU as a bilateral accord-agrees to keep project in MoE
1996 Unprecedented event in

the country’s history
bread crisis

January 17th

Minister of Environment requests that USAID restart project activities
following GoB deliberations, USAID agrees

January 17-18th

ARD’s CoP consults with USAID’s COTR and Contract Specialist in
Washington, DC

February 8th

CoP arrives in Sofia permanently to start-up project activities

February 15th

CoF establishes Park Management Units for Central Balkan and Rila NP
(about 7 others have since been established)

February 27th CoF presentation of proposals for development of project for
management of forested parts of Central Balkan National Park
March 3-9th COTR visit and hand-over; donor meetings; preliminary development of

OAR country-level indicators for GEF

March 26 - April
gth

ARD home office project management consultancy

April 3-10th

Sub-contractor RESOLVE conducts MoE/CoF “Boyana Conflict

Banking system

Resolution Workshop” (6-8 April); results ; CoF remains “partner” Collapses
April 28 - May
24th First “Parks management” consultancy
May 2-3rd Project visit to environs of Rila National Park
May 5-18th COTR visit; project management issues, refinement of OAR indicators
for GEF
May 7-8th Project visit to environs of Central Balkan National Park
May 13-17th First Annual Work Planning Workshop - CoF “walks out” Hyperinflation
May 17th Most project activities stopped upon USAID request pending agreement
over compliance with MoU and collaboration with CoF
June Ist  — [ Drafting of 1st Year Work Plan; information dissemination; discussions
August over future of project
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Date

Project Related Event

Political Event

June

MoE completed preparation of an Order to establish National Park
Inspectorates for five NP, including Rila and Central Balkan, expecting
to satisfy a vital element of MoU.

June 25th

Meeting of Parliamentary Commission for informal discussions between
MoE and CoF concerning the project

July 9th

PMU meeting with CoF at latter’s invitation - idea for tripartite
agreement developed

July 29 - August
3rd

COTR visit to Sofia with Contract Specialist; resolution of project future,
management and contract issues

Major collapse of the economy

August 1st Signing of MoE/CoF/USAID Letter of Agreement; project continues
September MoE Park Inspectorates established; Information Education, and
Communication Strategy developed

November Project Steering Committee established New UDF president elected
‘Socialist’ government resigned,
growing opposition prevents
formation of a new one

December Legal analyses begun on the protected areas issues; Training Needs

Assessment begun

1997 Strong public and political
opposition led to simultaneous
Constitutional, political and
economical crisis, parliament
dissolved and new elections
scheduled.
Interim government
Nominated by the
president - new
minister of MoE and new Head
of CoF

January - Ecotourism consultant mission, Sheppard Robson International (26.01. -

February 16.02.)

April Legal Seminar, Sofia new government, new

minister of MoE, CoF
becomes department of the
Ministry of

Agriculture, Forests and
Agrarian Reform

April 2-21st

Training Plan consultancy from the Home Office Project Management

May National Park Management consultancy
Financial mechanisms consultancy (19.05. -04.06.)
June Consultant for management planning workshop arrived
Management Workshop, Boyana (8-10")
July Annual Review and Planning Workshop (9-10™)

Mid-Term Evaluation Mission (19.06. -18.07.)
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By the beginning of 1997, the project was overtaken by major political and economic changes in
the country. A major economic collapse that began in mid-1996 contributed to growing political
unrest that culminated in January/February of this year. An interim, “caretaker” government was
formed, and new Parliamentary elections were scheduled and held in April. A new government
was formed and the Ministry of the Environment became the Ministry of Environment and
Waters. CoF became part of the new Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Agrarian Reform
(MAFAR). Despite several written invitations/requests for meetings, the project had almost no
formal contacts with the leadership of MEW at the Minister/Deputy Minister level from February
until the Evaluation Team gave the new Minister a formal briefing of their findings and
recommendations in July.

Upon their arrival, the Evaluation Team found that the long-standing CoF opposition to the
MEW mandate for protected areas management had suddenly disappeared at the highest level
with the new leadership in Forestry. There is probably a better opportunity now than has ever
existed for forming a true partnership between the two ministries for protected areas
management. What remained unclear throughout the duration of the evaluation is what the
policies of the MEW will be on protected areas management and on the GOB commitments
made under the Project’s MOU for the creation of a coherent institutional structure for
biodiversity conservation and protected areas management under the umbrella of MEW.

4.2 Overall Progress Toward Achievement of Project Objectives

The Evaluation Team was told that the GEF Project SOW is the basic document against which to
evaluate project implementation. As seen in Section 2.2, the presentation of project purpose,
objectives and tasks in the SOW are sometimes unclear and confusing. The Evaluation Team has
paraphrased some of the four project objectives from this SOW as indicated below, using,
especially, the results framework as the best guide as to how the objectives have been interpreted
by those implementing the project. Key findings in this section are highlighted in bold.

4.2.1 Objective 1: Institutional Support for MEW and its Partners

Statement of Objective 1

The first objective is paraphrased as follows:

The project will provide support for increasing the institutional capacity of MEW
and its partner institutions to assure biodiversity conservation in Bulgaria in
general and for creating new institutional capacity for protected areas
management.

The project design explains that project support to MEW was to be focused on a new institution
that the GOB was to create within, or under the umbrella of, MEW. This new institution was to
be called the National Nature Protection Service. It was to be a single institution composed of a
national headquarters, park directorates in the field, and biodiversity units in the regions. To
establish this new institution, the MOU obligated the government to add 183 new civil service
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positions at the national, park, and regional levels. The project was to support institutional
development of the new service at all three levels.

Recall that the project was designed under the key assumption that the Protected Areas Bill
would have been passed by the time the project started. This legislation would have clearly
defined the MEW’s mandates and structures for biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management. In the absence of this needed legislation, an internal MEW administrative order
(Order RD-45 signed and dated 01-08-1994) establishing the National Nature Protection Service
was issued by the same Minister who signed the MOU with the U.S. government. Order RD-45
defines the mandates and structures of the NNPS in full compliance with the MOU (and the draft
PA Bill) and the project design. This administrative order had not yet been put into effect at the
time of the signing of the MOU, nor at the time of project start-up.

Findings

In many ways, project support for this first objective has scarcely begun. There is one key
finding that is far more important than all the others:

The principal institution whose development the project is supposed to
support has not been created by the GOB/MEW.

The reader must pay close attention at this point because the institutional names and acronyms
are confusing. The new institution that was to be created was to be called the National Nature
Protection Service. There is actually a department within MEW that is called the National
Nature Protection Service (NNPS), but it is not the institution that was to be created as defined in
the project design, the Administrative Order RD-45, or the MOU between GOB and USAID.
The existing NNPS is a department within the ministry that was created by changing the name of
a pre-existing department. In this report, this existing department is called the NNPS, and the
institution that was supposed to have been created is referred to as the National Service.

Other key findings concerning the GOB’s institutional reforms in support of Objective 1 are the
following:

* Although it appears that it has never been formally rescinded, Administrative
Order RD-45 creating the National Service was never implemented.

* The Protected Areas Bill has not been passed, nor has there been any significant
attempt by the MEW to achieve its passage during the life of the project  MEW
declared during the course of the evaluation that they have fixed passage of new protected
areas legislation as one of their new priorities.)

* The existing NNPS has not been given a mandate for protected area management by
GOB/MEW. It has not been given responsibility for directing and administering the
network of protected areas in Bulgaria, nor has any other body (although, during most of
the life of the Project, Forestry has maintained that this should be their function).
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* Five park-level bodies were created by MEW in late 1996 (one year later than called
for in the MOU), including two for the pilot protected areas of Rila and Central Balkans
National Parks. Initially called Park Inspectorates, they have recently been put under the
administrative control of MEW bodies that have nothing to do with PA management.
Their institutional status and mandates are very unclear. (For this reason, they are
referred to as park-level bodies.) They have never been park directorates as specified in
the MOU. MEW has never made it clear that their park-level bodies will have direct
management responsibility over protected areas.

* The existing NNPS has no hierarchical control over the park-level bodies. There is
no system of PA management within MEW. (The traditional role of MEW is one of
control, not of management.)

* NNPS has no hierarchical control over the biodiversity officers in the REIs. There
is no overall functional structure for biodiversity conservation or protected area
management within the MEW.

*  MEW has added no new staff to NNPS or the Regional Environmental Inspectorates
(REIs). Ofthe 183 new positions to be created as specified in the MOU, approximately
23 new staff positions were created, all of them in the five new, park-level bodies.
Most of these positions are staffed by individuals under short-term contracts (one or
two months.)

What exists at the time of the evaluation are just pieces of what could still become the National
Service. The present NNPS could be transformed into the headquarters of the National Service,
but its present institutional status is far from that of the semi-autonomous institution foreseen in
the project design. Mandate and capacity for management of Bulgaria’s system of protected
areas would have to be added to the NNPS. The park-level bodies could easily become the park
directorates of the National Service. The biodiversity and forestry officers in the REIs could
become the regional biodiversity conservation units of the National Service.

In the absence of a coherent National Service, the Evaluation Team analyzed the success of the
project in providing institutional support for these individual components. The emphasis here is
on support to the NNPS and to the biodiversity/forestry officers of the REIs, because support to
the park-level bodies and their partners is a principal component of Objective 2. Key findings
are the following:

* Very little project support has been targeted directly at either the NNPS or the REI
biodiversity/forestry officers. There has been no institutional assessment of the
NNPS/REI and there is no project strategy for supporting their institutional
capacity for biodiversity conservation. There are no established counterpart
relationships between PMU staff and NNPS staff.
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* The project has had relatively minor impact on the structure, functions, and
capacity of the NNPS and the REIs to assure biodiversity conservation in Bulgaria
and has produced no institutional structure for management of the network of
protected areas in Bulgaria.

Both NNPS staff and the biodiversity and forestry officers at the REIs have biodiversity
conservation functions. Project support should have been directed to the Ministry to increase the
capacity of NNPS and the REIs to promote all aspects of biodiversity conservation in Bulgaria.
The ARD team has argued that such support should begin with an overall institutional
assessment of NNPS’s and the REI officers’ present mandates, functions, structures, and staff.
The Evaluation Team agrees that such an assessment should be the logical basis for planning the
project’s institutional support in this area.

ARD’s Senior Resident Advisor reported that he recommended several times to the former
NNPS Director (who was removed from this position during the evaluation) that the institutional
assessment be done. The former director initially chose not to undertake such an institutional
assessment, reportedly because of reluctance to deal with personality conflicts that existed within
the NNPS. MEW leadership should have been involved in such a decision, but there has been no
functional relationship between the PMU and the Ministry above the level of the NNPS during
much of the life of the project, especially since early this year when this issue became more
acute.

In the absence of an institutional assessment and a subsequent strategy for institutional capacity
building, almost none of the project support to NNPS or the REIs have been specifically targeted
on these two bodies. While no training activities have been designed for NNPS or the REI
biodiversity officers, many of the NNPS staff and biodiversity officers have been invited to
attend workshops put on by the project. Most of these workshops have been developed in
support of PA management. Many REI biodiversity staff have attended such workshops;
participation by NNPS staff has been much more spotty.

Another way that the project could have provided support to the NNPS would have been the
development of formal counterpart relationships between PMU and NNPS professional staff.
The vast majority of the PMU’s contacts have been with just two of the NNPS staff including the
former Director. ARD’s Senior Resident Advisor first informally suggested that counterparts be
designated, then in a letter to the NNPS Director in March 1997. The director did not accept this
proposal. The SRA then further suggested that the project hire an administrative and Liaison
Assistant who would be an ARD employee working under the day-to-day supervision of the
NNPS Director. The assistant would assure information flows between the PMU and NNPS, and
would assist with secretarial/administrative duties at NNPS (NNPS has no such support staff
whatsoever). NNPS had not formally responded to this, the main stated constraint being lack of
office space at NNPS for such an assistant.

The physical location of the PMU is a contributing factor, being located several blocks away

from MEW/NNPS. This has been a distinct advantage for the project during the major
institutional conflicts between CoF and MEW, because it minimized the perception that the PMU
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was a MEW “organ.” On the other hand, its physical location greatly reduces the type of daily
contact that would take place if the PMU had been in the same building with NNPS. It may also
reduce the feeling on the part of MEW staff that this is “their” project.

The failure of MEW to create the National Service, to agree to an overall institutional assessment
for the NNPS and REI biodiversity conservation functions, and to designate formal counterparts
for the project staff is not the responsibility of the Contractor. However, the Evaluation Team
feels that the PMU staff could have been more forceful in bringing these issues to the attention of
USAID and the leadership of the Ministry. One of the main vehicles for doing this would
normally be the Contractor’s quarterly reports. For example, one does not find these issues
addressed in the Fourth Quarterly Report for March to May of 1997, which was prepared with a
new government coming to power and with the mid-term evaluation in preparation.

A very significant accomplishment of the GEF Project that can serve as a basis for future
institutional strengthening and for legislative reform has been a comprehensive legal review. It
includes a review of the legal framework for biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management, the mandates of institutions concerned, and the legal basis for such terms as
protected areas management. Although the interpretation of existing laws generally supports the
legal authority of MEW for protected areas management, the review also highlights strongly the
inadequacies and contradictions of the existing legislative framework.

Overall Progress on MEW Institutional Strengthening

Overall progress has been very marginal. The major impediment has been the GOB’s failure to
create a coherent institutional structure for biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management. The greatest single gap in the existing framework is the absence of any
institutional structure with a mandate for the administration/management of Bulgaria’s network
of protected areas. The MEW has not allowed the GEF Project to conduct an institutional
assessment of their biodiversity conservation functions and, consequently, the project lacks any
strategy for increasing their capacity to do this. Their has been little impact on the NNPS and the
REIs in terms of their institutional structure, functions and capacity for biodiversity conservation.
The lowest impact has probably been on the existing NNPS.

4.2.2 Objective 2: Pilot Development of Protected Areas Management

Statement of Objective

Section 2.0 of the GEF Biodiversity Project Scope of Work describes the second principal project
objective as follows:

[The project will] develop protected area management planning and
implementation processes, and demonstrate park development through site
specific management programs. This includes a review of past experience for
protected areas and development of management plans for the Central Balkans
National Park (building upon work already initiated by USAID) and Rila
National Park.
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Section 4.3 of the SOW states: “The contractor will assist the MEW/NNPS to develop
management plans and demonstrate interagency collaboration in plan implementation for the
Central Balkans and Rila National Parks.” The SOW characterizes this task as “the core field
activity of the GEF project.”

The overall objective of the task is “to provide models for the development and implementation
of comprehensive management plan.” Subsidiary objectives described in the SOW relate to
establishment of on-site management structures; development of trained park professionals;
demonstration of interagency cooperation and public-private partnerships; protection and
restoration of biological features; sustainable use of natural resources in and around the parks;
and development of sustainable tourism, public awareness, education research, and monitoring
programs.

Findings

Most work on this objective began a full year late because of delays resulting from the major
conflicts between MEW and CoF over which institution should have the mandate for protected
areas management, at least over management of forested protected areas. The intergovernmental
MOU did not resolve this long-standing conflict between these two institutions. Progress on
Objective 2 is dependent upon a close collaboration between MEW and CoF. Until early 1996,
the powerful Committee of Forests has either openly opposed or, at best, has been a most
reluctant partner for, protected areas management. This conflict was the principal factor
blocking and delaying project implementation during the first year of the project.

The basis of this conflict is rooted in legislation, land tenure, and institutional precedents. The
legal review conducted by the project has clearly demonstrated the nebulous, often contradictory
legal mandates for protected areas management. CoF could and did point to elements of existing
legislation that supports their claims. Also, most protected areas are forested and these forested
lands are classified as Forest Fund lands. CoF has management responsibility over Forest Fund
lands. The legislation is very unclear over management responsibility for Forestry Fund lands
within protected areas. Furthermore, CoF does have some tradition of protected area
management at Pirin National Park.

The PMU staff, the new USAID COTR and the USAID/OAR recognized from the beginning that
the conflict between the two institutions had to be resolved, and they made significant efforts to
do this. A project-sponsored, professionally facilitated conflict resolution workshop between
MEW and CoF was organized in April 1996, but CoF “walked out” of the annual work planning
workshop the following month. The PMU staff successfully maintained a dialogue with both
CoF and MEW throughout and were instrumental in drafting and negotiating the “tripartite letter
of agreement” that was signed in August 1996. This did not resolve the basic conflict, but it at
least led to the creation of park-level bodies by the MEW in September 1996. Initially called
“park inspectorates,” their establishment finally provided the basis upon which the project could
begin significant work toward implementation of this second objective:
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Key findings of the Evaluation Team concerning Objective 2 start with the following:

* Separate park management bodies for the two pilot parks (and about seven others)
were created by the Committee of Forests in early 1996, using their own resources
and well before MEW created theirs. At the time of the evaluation, these parallel
management bodies were working under separate hierarchical structures and had
no effective collaboration with each other.

* The Team found that the staff of these parallel management units have very
different perspectives as to the purpose and objectives of these two pilot parks and
what types of use should be permitted in the parks. Forestry’s staff favor a much
higher level of commercial and extractive use of the parks including significant
levels of timber harvest.

* This situation is unworkable and ultimately cannot succeed.

The differences between these two agencies extend beyond jurisdictional and operational issues,
to highly divergent views concerning the role and purpose of protected areas in general,
especially of the national parks. The CoF was opposed to the creation of these national parks.
Most foresters view the national parks as “People’s parks” serving human resource needs above
and beyond their biodiversity protection functions. MEW personnel tend to see the pilot national
parks in their role as [IUCN Category II protected areas, playing an essential role in biodiversity
conservation. These fundamental differences in the sense of the purposes and goals of national
parks lead to divergent views on appropriate uses and management actions, and obviously to
different conclusions regarding appropriate institutional roles of MEW and CoF in the
management of these areas.

The CoF and MEW park-level bodies are engaged in parallel, uncoordinated protected area
planning processes. The result is duplication and waste, and the likelihood that the resulting
plans will have conflicting objectives and strategies. The Evaluation Team concurs in the
conclusion of the Protected Areas Management Planning Consultant Team that “this situation is
unworkable and ultimately cannot succeed.” This situation is a hold-over from the long-
standing conflict between CoF and MEW. It is clear that the new leadership in Forestry is
disposed toward a favorable resolution of this conflict. However, at the time of the evaluation,
the changes at the top had not percolated down to the bottom.

Since the fall of 1996, the Objective 2 component has become, and remains, the “core field
activity” of the project. Programmatic support for pilot protected areas management undertaken
by the project can be grouped into three inter-related areas. The first has consisted of workshops
and training events for those who will manage the parks, i.e., the staff of MEW’s park-level
bodies and their actual or potential collaborators (training is given separate treatment in Section
4.2.5). The second area has involved the hiring of large numbers of local consultants (about 70
of them) working in teams to gather and synthesize background information as the first stage in
the development of management plans for the two pilot parks. The third area has consisted of a

34



number of international consultant missions on a range of topics concerning protected areas
management.

The Evaluation Team’s main findings on the pilot protected areas management component are
the following:

* The project has made good progress in increasing the general understanding of the
modern concept of protected areas management, a concept that was not at all well
understood in Bulgaria.

* The Team approves of the fact that the project has sought to help develop a
“Bulgarian model” of protected areas management and has not sought to impose an
American or other model.

* The sheer volume of the programmatic activities carried out since last November is
very impressive.

* The programmatic activities in support of protected areas management have
generally been appropriate, balanced, and well thought out.

e The Evaluation Team approves of the strong use of local consultants.

*  MEW’s park-level bodies at Rila and Central Balkans have established very active
outreach programs to involve developing partnerships with local NGOs, museums,
municipalities, and others. Everyone the Team met with were very positive about
this collaboration and hopes that it would continue to develop.

* The staff of MEW’s park-level bodies at Rila and Central Balkans are anxious to
make use of their new skills in the field and in the local villages, but they are
frustrated by lack of means of transportation or of any realistic operational budget
that would allow them to do so.

The staff at Rila and Central Balkans reached a maximum total of 15 this year. Under the new
government’s program of reduction in the size of the civil service, this was reduced to 11 during
the evaluation. Of the 11, only 4 are civil servants. The other 7 are on short-term, one- or two-
month contracts. At the time the Team visited Central Balkans, the staff’s contracts had expired
and they did not know if they would be renewed (they were renewed for another two months).
The Minister of MEW informed the Team that further layoffs would be coming soon.

Staff are eager to make use of their new skills from the training they have received, but are
frustrated with their inability to go out into the park or the towns around the park. The project has
provided office equipment, but the park-level bodies have only a “symbolic” budget for operating
expenses that does not cover operating costs of the office equipment. They occupy rented office
space and they have no vehicles for transportation.
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Important progress has also been made in gathering the basic scientific information upon which
full management plans can be based. Extensive studies of the biodiversity of Rila and Central
Balkans National Parks have been completed during the first phase of research. The team
recognizes, however, that greater attention may need to be given to certain issues involving
the role of science in protected area management and planning. These issues include, in
particular:

* the need for better basic definition and understanding of the role of science in
protected area management;

* the need for a clear definition of protected area management information
requirements that can be shared by scientists and managers alike;

* astronger understanding of the linkages between field studies and protected area
management; and

* extensive spatial analysis of biological features, research priorities, and analysis of
threats.

The GEF-sponsored workshop on Protected Areas Management Planning, held at Bankya on 8-
10 June 1997, was a key step in addressing these issues, and provides a promising start for
further attention to these needs.

Overall Progress on Pilot Management Planning

The Team sees project progress in meeting this objective as very significant but extremely
tenuous. A most significant achievement is the increasingly broad acceptance of the
concept and process of management plan development by all players involved in protected
areas management in the country.

The technical approach and results of the project are basically very sound. Itis the
institutional commitment of the MEW that is lacking. MEW?’s park-level bodies have no
clear institutional status and no clear mandate for protected areas management. They are
not part of a coherent institutional structure for protected areas management in Bulgaria.

The staff of the park-level bodies have no means of transportation and no meaningful
operational budget. The bulk of project resources have been focused on protected area
management planning and on training of the park-level staff who should form the core
staff implementing the management plans. The focus of this $4 million project to date has
been on a group of 11 people with little job security, most of whom are on one- or two-
month contracts.
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4.2.3  Objective 3: Development of Alternative
Financial Mechanisms for PA Management

Statement of Objective

Section 2.0 of the GEF Biodiversity Project Scope of Work describes this project component as
follows:

[The project will] develop financial mechanisms (i.e., nature tax and user fees) to
fund a self-sustaining protected area program.

The task is described in greater detail in Section 4.2 of the SOW under the heading “Financial
Mechanisms”: “The contractor will... develop and apply legal and financial instruments (i.e.,
nature tax and user fees) to solidify MEW/NNPS authority and augment state budgetary
resources for protection of biodiversity.” The team notes that this represents a somewhat
narrower scope of activity, and this is further restricted in the ensuing direction to the contractor
to “assist with the development of new financial mechanisms to fund a self-sustaining protected
areas program under the NNPS.” In effect, this task is subsumed under the project’s main focus
on protected area planning and management. The SOW assigns supporting subtasks: to
“develop and implement a training program” and to provide technical assistance “fo develop
and implement a revenue generation program.”

Findings

The main activity carried out under this task was the preparation of the report “Financial
Mechanisms for Biodiversity Conservation and Protected Area Development”, just issued in
June 1997. This report examines the existing conservation financing situation; describes the “off
budget” accounts available at the national level for environmental protection in Bulgaria;
describes existing donor funding programs for conservation; considers the potential of various
conservation financing options (including increased national and international support, user fees,
debt-for-nature swaps, park entry fees, and tourism and other commercial enterprises); and
provides recommendations for further steps involving a conservation financing workshop,
consultancies, and personnel.

This report had just been issued prior to the mid-term assessment, and so had not yet been acted
upon further under the project. At the same time, the rapidly changing in-country economic
conditions, and especially the new Currency Board policies, may affect some of the options and
opportunities outlined in the report. An addendum to the report may be called for. The team
sees the recommended workshop on conservation financing as a useful and important next step.
Based on our discussions, we hope this workshop will offer further opportunities to explore in
greater detail the options identified in the report (especially the potential for development of
conservation trust funds).
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Overall Progress on Financial Mechanisms

So far, little attention has been devoted to this task as compared with the major investments of
time and effort that had to be given to other priorities in implementing the project. The
Evaluation Team sees the progress in meeting this task as moderate. The level of attention
was appropriate under the circumstances, and greater attention to this component can be expected
if the key issues affecting the project as a whole can be resolved.

4.2.4 Objective 4: Procurement of Equipment for the Pilot National Parks

Statement of Objective

Section 2.0 of ARD’s SOW states:

[the Project will] “provide equipment for the management of the Central Balkans
and Rila National Parks (vehicles, communications equipment, audio-visual
equipment, signs, fencing, etc.).”

The SOW further states “The Contractor will identify and provide equipment for the
management....” of the two parks. “The total cost shall not exceed $800,000.” An illustrative
list of equipment includes “approximately 30 [all-terrain] vehicles.”

Findings

No procurement was done prior to the creation of MEW’s two park-level bodies in late 1996.
Since then, the project has supplied basic office equipment for each office. This consists
primarily of two computers, a printer, a photocopier, and a fax machine for each office. This
equipment seems to be of appropriate type and quality, and procurement seems to have
been done in an efficient fashion. On common agreement between the PMU and USAID, all
other procurement has been postponed pending resolution of the unfulfilled commitments of the
GOB under the intergovernmental MOU that governs the project, particularly those concerning
the creation of the internal institutional structure for biodiversity conservation and protected
areas management as foreseen in the project design. The Evaluation Team considers this
suspension of procurement to be appropriate. It would be most unwise to proceed with
procurement in the absence of any coherent institutional structure for park management.

Overall Progress on Equipment Procurement for Park Management

Progress has been marginal. However, this is no fault of the Contractor. Suspension of
procurement was a project management decision made because of unfulfilled commitments
for institutional reforms on the part of the GOB.
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4.2.5 Progress on Intermediate Objective A.4

As stated in Section 2.2., Intermediate Objective A.4 lies somewhat outside of the original four
objectives of the project. Intermediate Objective A.4 is stated as follows:

Improved understanding and support for biodiversity conservation nationally and
internationally.

The second annual work planning workshop conducted near the end of the Evaluation Team’s
stay strongly confirmed the need for improved understanding and support, and encouraged the
project to heighten their “lobbying” efforts to enhance support. This Intermediate Objective has
been a relatively non-controversial objective on which the project has been able to devote a lot of
effort despite the institutional conflicts and other problems that have restrained the project in
other areas. The Evaluation Team believes that project efforts toward increasing understanding
and support for biodiversity conservation have been appropriate activities for the project.

The project has developed an Information, Education and Communications Strategy to further
this Intermediate Objective. A public opinion survey conducted by the project has shown that
only about 5 percent of Bulgarians are concerned enough about environmental problems to seek
information on these problems themselves. An analysis of 1,000 articles in the press has shown
that few reporters are specialized in this area and that coherent strategies for reporting on
environmental problems are lacking.

The project has a program of weekly press releases on behalf of MEW. Work on a “Nature
Protection Booklet” is advancing. An analysis of school program curricula and materials is
underway and recommendations for improvement are being prepared. A conservation education
task force has been created to develop an action plan for the development of curriculum materials
and of school surveys at the park level.

It was not possible for the Evaluation Team to evaluate the effectiveness or the impact of work
on Intermediate Objective A.4, but activities appear to be needed and well conceived, and
implementation is advancing very well.

4.2.6 Training

The Project SOW has training as sub-tasks in support of three out of four of the project’s
objectives (only equipment procurement does not). According to the SOW, the Contractor shall
develop the specific details of a fully integrated program of training and follow-on assistance that
supports the institutional strengthening task. In accordance with this, numerous training
activities have been planned and performed despite the serious difficulties and delays during the
first year of the project. The PMU has a full-time Training Coordinator to handle these activities.
The Evaluation Team chose to give training separate treatment from the four objectives because
it is a category of activity that supports all the principal project objectives.

It should be mentioned that even before the real start of the project, the Office of Biodiversity,
Protected areas and Forests (later NNPS) with the Ministry of Environment started some training
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activities in order to prepare the key persons from both MEW and CoF for the project and the
activities necessary for its normal development (see the Review chapter of the project design).

Training Needs Assessment and Training Strategy

The project has devoted significant efforts to analyze the training needs and to develop an
appropriate training strategy to further project objectives. First, a formal training needs
assessment was conducted for the project by a Bulgarian consultant group between December
1996 and March 1997 with the goal to identify the training needs on the individual and
organizational level of the Park Inspectorates for Central Balkans and Rila National Parks, of
NNPS, and, to some extent, within CoF (Dimitrov et al., 1997. Training Needs Assessment
Research Project, ARD - Bulgaria). Training needs were identified taking into consideration the
specifics of the Bulgarian conditions and current needs in the field of the biodiversity
conservation and protected areas management. The needs assessment was hampered by the
“.absence of guidelines, job descriptions and organizational structure within the National
Nature Protection Service and the Regional Park Inspectorates..” (Hetz and Georgieva, Training
Strategy and Action Plan, May 1997)

The training strategy was developed under a TDY by a professional from ARD’s home office
working with the PMU Training Coordinator. This strategy further highlights the lack of job
descriptions; the lack of experience and understanding of what park management entails; the
absence of a defined, Bulgaria-specific, protected areas management planning process; and the
lack of a defined institutional framework for PA management. Although some of these
constraints are unavoidable on a project that is intended to build this type of institutional capacity
that does not yet exist, many of the constraints were due to the lack of institutional structure that
was foreseen in the project design, but which has not yet been established by MEW. The
Strategy remains strongly focused on protected areas management and does relatively little to
address the other broad objective of building MEW’s capacity to support biodiversity
conservation in general. Given the lack of institutional structure and the absence of an
institutional assessment of this function, it is hardly feasible to include it in the training strategy.

The training strategy advocates contract mechanisms for implementing the training program
through Bulgarian training groups. This seems very appropriate. The Evaluation Team finds that
the training needs assessment and training strategy were done in a professional fashion. They did
a very good job of recognizing the real constraints faced by the project and devised a good
strategy within those constraints.

Quality of the Training

Although the Evaluation was not able to focus strongly on the training that has been conducted,
the Team did discuss training with the park-level staff who have been the principal focus of most
of the training; this feedback was nearly all positive. The training workshops that were
conducted have generally been appropriate and of high quality. One particularly important aspect
of the project’s training has been its highly participative aspect involving stakeholders of diverse
backgrounds. Formal training alternates with working sessions in which the participants attempt
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to apply general principles to the Bulgarian context. In this aspect, the project has picked up on
the highly participatory process that was begun during the preparation of the National Biological
Diversity Conservation Strategy. The importance of this approach is critical in the East
European context. These countries are just emerging from a “command structure” where people
were rarely allowed, much less invited, to express and debate their views on different issues.

There has recently been some criticism from high levels in MEW that the training has not been
practical enough. While the Evaluation Team understands the desire to move forward quickly
and to see concrete results on the ground, the Team feels that the participatory process is critical
to the success of the project and to Bulgaria’s conservation of its biodiversity. The training
themes have included a range of “soft” skills including “Communications Skills,” “Public
Participation in Park Management,” “Partnerships in Park Management,” and “Group Process
Facilitation.” It is the Team’s impression that well-qualified Bulgarians can be recruited
relatively easily in most of the “hard” technical skill areas. Bulgarians tend to have much less
experience in the skills needed for participatory management processes, and this needs to be a
focus of training. The project is not, and should not, be imposing a protected areas management
model from the USA or somewhere else. The participatory process will serve to assist Bulgaria
in developing its own “Bulgarian model” of protected areas management and biodiversity
conservation.

4.3 Evaluation of Project Management
4.3.1 Summary Description of Project Management

USAID designed and manages this project out of Washington, DC. Their ENI/EEUD/ENR
office has lead responsibility for project management. The Contracting Officer’s Technical
Representative or COTR has direct responsibility for day-to-day management for USAID. Given
the physical location of the COTR, this is mostly done by E-mail and telephone. The project has
had two different COTRs—the first oversaw all of the design phase. The present COTR took
over during the first few months of 1996 just after project implementation began. A large portion
of the project files with the original design documents/history/correspondence, etc., were
somehow lost in this handing-over process.

Responsibility for implementation of the project was awarded under competitive, international
bids to ARD, Inc. in Burlington, Vermont. ARD’s responsibilities are defined in their contract
with USAID signed July 11, 1995. ARD has fielded a single LTTA, their Senior Resident
Advisor (SRA), and has created a Project Management Unit (PMU) housed in rented office space
in Sofia. The SRA is ARD’s chief-of-party and head of the PMU.

USAID has no bilateral agreement with the Government of Bulgaria (GOB). The responsibilities
of each party are defined in an inter-governmental MOU signed in January 1995. Key
commitments of the GOB were the creation of a coherent institutional framework for biodiversity
conservation and protected areas management, and the creation of a Project Steering Committee
to provide high-level guidance for project development and to resolve major institutional
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constraints to project advancement. The MEW/MEW is the lead implementing agency for the
GOB.

4.3.2 Evaluation of USAID’s Management of this Project

USAID/ENI/EEUD/ENR in Washington was responsible for project design. The Evaluation
Team’s findings on all the shortcomings of the design of this project are covered in Section 3. It
is apparent that the false assumptions and strategic errors made in the project design and
development reflect a lack of ENR development experience on the part of those responsible for
the design.

At the beginning of 1994, USAID targeted November 1994 for the award of the contract for this
project. However, the RFP was not released until September and proposals were submitted in
December 1994. For reasons that are not fully clear, it took USAID until July 1995 to award the
contract to ARD, Inc. It would appear that the proposal review process was not managed very
efficiently by USAID.

USAID developed the intergovernmental MOU for the project over an extended period of about a
year. The MOU, itself, was drafted under the unwritten assumption that the Protected Areas Bill
would be passed, and it does not explicitly lay out the details of the institutional reforms that
were essential if the project was to be successful. As a stand-alone document, it is poorly
worded. In January 1995, USAID signed this MOU knowing that a new, pro-socialist
government was coming into power and that the new government would be opposed to the
conditions of the MOU. In hindsight, this decision to push forward knowing the new
government would be opposed to basic elements of the project design seems to have been poor
judgment.

The project design combined with the February 1995 change in government virtually guaranteed
that project implementation would require close and frequent contact between USAID and the
GOB. This, however, has been very difficult due to the physical location of the USAID project
officer in Washington, DC. The key aspects of the actual relationship have been as follows:

+ given the politically charged nature of the project and the frequent changes in government
combined with her physical location and the limited number of working trips that have
been possible, the COTR has found it very difficult to establish and maintain a good
working relationship with the GOB;

» the Contractor has been drawn into a much greater role of diplomat/negotiator than is
normally played by a contractor; and

» the OAR has been frequently drawn in to manage/resolve the recurring crises the project
has lived through.

Although project management out of Washington is typical for USAID projects in this region,
this strategy has not worked well for this project.
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Given the circumstances, the three parties have done an admirable job in managing a very
difficult situation. The OAR, in particular, has strongly supported this project and has played a
critical role in intervening at high levels to attempt to resolve the conflict between MEW and
CoF. However, it appears that the preoccupation with the conflict between the two institutions
has perhaps distracted the attention of these parties away from the internal institutional reforms
needed within the MEW.

As with all USAID projects, the COTR approves all major expenditures, including recruitment of
STTA, workshops, equipment, and procurement. This process seems to work well, despite the
physical separation. The present COTR initiated the use of the results framework into to the
project and oversaw a major contract modification.

The USAID Contracts Office has had a good relationship with the project. The major contract
modification was accomplished a year ago with the COTR, ARD’S COP and a Contract
Specialist sitting down together for several days in Sofia. All parties seem to have been quite
pleased with this pragmatic approach. A high turnover rate in contract officers has caused some
delays, particularly over PMU vehicle procurement.

USAID has obligated $4 million dollars for this project. However, USAID’s contract with ARD
for project implementation is for $4.23 million. This ambiguous situation has now gone on for
well over two years without being addressed by USAID.

4.3.3 Evaluation of ARD’s Management of this Project

Timeliness of Project Start-up

After long delays in contract award, ARD first fielded its COP one month after their contract was
signed. Then, after the half-year delay, they fielded the same person within three weeks after
USAID agreed to start the project. If ARD’s candidate for COP had not come from their home
office staff, it is highly unlikely that their original candidate would still have been available 14
months after their proposal was submitted. They then quickly proceeded to set up the PMU and
were able to contract the same professional staff that they had originally proposed. The
Evaluation Team feels that ARD did an exemplary job handling project start-up in a timely and
efficient manner.

Functioning of the PMU

The PMU is one of the great strengths of the project. The Senior Resident Advisor has proven
himself to be a well-qualified professional who also has the diplomatic skills needed to navigate
successfully between two major government institutions in conflict. The evaluation team was
also very impressed with the professionalism and dedication of the senior Bulgarian staff and
with the endless good cheer and can-do attitude of the support staff. The PMU is a testament to
the capabilities of the Bulgarian people when able to work in an open, participative setting that
challenges each staff member to contribute their best in a team effort toward common objectives.
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Fielding of STTA

ARD has made much greater use of Bulgarian expertise for short-term technical assistance than
was foreseen in the project design. This has been especially true for STTA needs in the
biological sciences for protected areas management planning, for training, and for the analysis of
the legislative base for biodiversity conservation. The Evaluation Team believes this has been
totally appropriate. Bulgaria has exceptional human resources in many of the fields needed by
the project and many of them are severely “underemployed” under the current economic
situation.

Assessments/Strategies/Implementation Programs

ARD has adopted a logical approach for moving forward in different sectors by first assessing
what the needs are, then developing a sector strategy, and then a program for implementing the
strategies.

Timeliness and Quality of Reporting

Reporting seems to have been done in a timely fashion. Quarterly and annual reports are of good
quality. Technical reports and assessments have been very well done.

Procurement of Equipment and Supplies

Although relatively little procurement has been done other than office equipment, what has been
done seems to be appropriate, of good quality, and was procured in a timely fashion. The project
has ordered only one vehicle to date and this has sat in Bulgarian customs for a very long period

of time awaiting paper work that only the MEW/GOB can provide.

Quality of Back-stopping by ARD/Burlington

Backstopping is made relatively easy for this project by the fact that the COP is a permanent
employee of ARD who went out from the home office and who knows exactly who to call on for
assistance on a given topic. Nevertheless, ARD appears to have a much higher ratio of
experienced professionals with technical backgrounds backstopping its projects from its home
office staff than many similar firms, including the project manager directly responsible for
backstopping this project. The quality of home office backstopping seems to be very good. The
USAID project officer told the Team that the ARD home office has always been very timely in
responding to her questions or requests.

Focus on Key Issues

The Evaluation Team feels that the ARD/PMU Team could have played a stronger role in
focusing the attention of USAID and the highest levels of the Ministry on the need for the MEW
to create the internal institutional structure for biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management that was called for in the project design and the MOU. The project is supposed to
be supporting an institution that has not been created, and the failure of MEW to create the
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National Service does not come through forcefully in the project reports. In a similar vein, the
need for an overall institutional assessment of NNPS/REI biodiversity conservation functions and
the subsequent development of strategies to support those functions (including the development
of formal counterpart relationships with NNPS) should probably have been pushed harder by the
ARD Team.

4.3.4 Role of GOB/MEW in Project Management

The most basic responsibility of the GOB and the Ministry of Environment on this project was to
create and staff the National Service as envisaged in the design, in the draft Protected Areas Bill,
in the internal MEW administrative order of September 1994, and in the intergovernmental
MOU. This National Service was the institution, with its functions of biodiversity conservation
and protected areas management, that the project was intended to support. The MEW has not
implemented its own September 1994 Administrative Order RD-45 entitled NNPS Regulations
that would have created this National Service. Neither has MEW pushed for passage of the
Protected Areas Bill that would have codified this structure into law and would have resolved the
question of legal mandates for protected areas management. There is no coherent institutional
framework in the Ministry for biodiversity conservation and protected areas management for the
project to support.

Park-level bodies were created by MEW, but not until the fall of 1996, and most staff were not
appointed until the beginning of 1997. Most of the staff remain contractual staff on one-to-two-
month contracts. The park-level bodies have never been “directorates” as specified in the MOU,
nor is there any central body responsible for protected areas network direction and
administration.

The MEW did create a Project Steering Committee as specified in the MOU, but only after the

project had already been running for a year. It has only been convened by MEW twice in the fall
of 1996.

One is led to conclude that MEW has badly mismanaged their commitments to this project.

4.3.5 Effectiveness of the National Project Steering Committee

The Project Steering was to provide high-level guidance to the project and to resolve any major
problems that might arise, especially problems between government institutions. The committee
was created in late 1996 and only met twice during a time of period of intense conflict between
MEW and CoF over their respective roles in PA management. The PSC was unable to resolve
this conflict in this brief period; it is not clear how effective it would have become.

4.3.6 Role of the Global Environmental Facility

The design of this project was done in accordance with Global Environmental Facility criteria,
and the design went through the GEF approval process. However, since that time, the project has
had virtually no contact with GEF. The SOW for the evaluation called for the Team Leader to
meet with GEF officials in Washington to determine what type of ongoing relationship, if any,
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should exist between GEF and the project. However, the Team Leader’s time was extended in
Sofia at the expense of his visit to Washington, and this part of the SOW was not addressed.

4.4 Donor Coordination

The Evaluation Team met with other donors active in the biodiversity sector, specifically the
Swiss, UNDP, and Peace Corps. The Bulgarian-Swiss Biodiversity Conservation Program has
been the other major donor effort in this sector. Its first phase is just coming to an end. The first
phase funded 10 projects and worked exclusively with NGOs. It included the preparation of
management plans for certain protected areas. The management plans were to be implemented,
however, by, or under the direction of, MEW. The lack of MEW institutional structure for
protected areas administration/management poses a problem for the end of this first phase. The
first phase includes preparation of a management plan for the mountain meadows of Central
Balkans National Park by members of an NGO called the Wilderness Fund. This activity began
well before the GEF Project began work at Central Balkans. The Director of MEW’s park-level
body for Central Balkans told the team that there has been no effective coordination between the
Swiss-funded activity and her unit.

UNDP GEF has funded regional projects for the Black Sea and for the Danube River in the GEF
focal area of reducing pollution of international waters. UNDP reported that they had recently
received a request for GEF funding from NNPS for preparation of Action Plans for certain
sectors of the NBDCS and had requested NNPS to make modifications to their proposal.

The Peace Corps currently has three PCVs working in parks, all of them around the Central
Balkans National Park, working with the CoF, one at their management unit for Central Balkans
at Troyan. Five more park volunteers were in training and at least one will get GEF Project
support.

The European Union has provided some support to the sector through their PHARE program.
Their country program is being phased out and future funding in this sector will be for regional
activities.

Donor coordination has been strong in the past and seems to be very good at this point. When
the GOB indicated its intention to transfer protected areas management authority to CoF in mid-
1995, USAID led the donors in unanimous opposition to this move. Since project start-up, GEF
Bulgaria has played a formal role in donor coordination organizing donor meetings every three
months. The other donors were clearly well informed on the GEF Bulgaria Project. Both the
Swiss and UNDP seem to be very supportive of the need to require MEW to implement the
institutional reforms called for in the GEF Bulgaria design.
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4.5 Overall Performance of Implementing Agencies

The Evaluation Team Leader has spent much of his life working on USAID-funded programs
and wishes to state here that he has rarely encountered as positive a relationship between USAID
and a contractor anywhere else. It has been a pleasure to work on this evaluation where USAID
and the contractor are working in partnership to further the purpose and objective of the project.

The Team clearly feels that USAID made some key, strategic errors in the design of this project
that remain unresolved to this day. During the implementation phase, however, they have gone
to extraordinary lengths to try to get the project back on track when GOB inter-institutional
conflicts have brought the project to a halt. Although USAID manages the project out of
Washington, DC, the OAR has played a critical role. Twice this has involved taking the issues to
highs levels in the GOB.

ARD has performed exceptionally well on this project. They have fielded a well-qualified,
dedicated professional from their home office as the senior technical advisor and they have
created a Project Management Unit staffed with equally dedicated and qualified Bulgarian
professional and support staff. This project has been characterized by an exceptional number of
major unforeseen events, but ARD and their project staff have always “rolled with the punches”
and sought ways to further the project’s objectives while working within the constraints that have
existed.

The major problems on this project have come from the GOB institutions. The GOB has failed
to clarify the institutional mandates and to create the institutional structure for biodiversity
conservation and protected areas management that were foreseen in the project design. While
this may be understandable given the major pendulum swings in the politics of the different
governments that have been in place during project design and implementation, the lack of a
coherent institutional/policy framework remains the critical constraint to achievement of the
project’s objectives. Only the GOB can overcome this constraint. The project has arrived had a
critical juncture where the institutional reforms must now be made very quickly if the project is
to have any reasonable chance of achieving its objectives.

4.6 Overall Progress Toward the Project Purpose

The Bulgaria GEF Biodiversity Project seeks to improve biodiversity conservation in Bulgaria
through institutional capacity-building in MEW and its partners at national, regional, and local
levels. This was to be done primarily through the creation and development of a National
Service under the umbrella of the MEW. While the project has made significant progress in
protected areas management planning at the two pilot national parks, the institutional framework
for protected areas management and biodiversity conservation in general has not been put in
place for the GOB. Project progress toward creation of a sustainable institutional capacity for
biodiversity conservation has been very marginal. The GEF Project is not viable in its current
institutional context. If the project is to continue, MEW should quickly undertake these reforms.
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5.0 Options and Recommendations

5.1 Brief Review of the Current Situation

The future course of the project, if there is to be one, must be charted in light of the challenges
and opportunities presented by the current situation. The current situation is very different in
several ways from that which existed during project design.

5.1.1 Political/lEconomic Context

Bulgaria’s economy has undergone a severe collapse in the past year, which has contributed to
major political changes. The most recent government only came into power in May and was still
in the midst of restructuring and in the appointment of mid-level officials during the evaluation.
The government has undertaken an IMF-sponsored austerity program to control the money
supply and restore its credit rating. A new currency board had just gone into effect with severe
controls on the money supply. The government has begun reducing the size of its civil service
and more significant reductions are forecast for the near future. Budgets for government
operating costs are severely reduced.

5.1.2 MEW Commitment to Protected Areas Management

This project is intended to develop capacity for protected areas management within the MEW.
The Minister and the Ministry during the design phase of this project seemed committed to
building this capacity. Minister Georgiev became very supportive during the period of June to
December 1996. It was too early during the evaluation to tell if the new, current government will
show this commitment. This uncertainty is one of the key factors that must be dealt with in
charting the future course of the project.

5.1.3 Current MEW Institutional Structure for Biodiversity
Conservation and Protected Areas Management

The National Service envisaged in the project design does not exist. The existing NNPS is just a
national-level department within MEW with no formal linkages with either the park-level bodies
that have been created or with the biodiversity/forestry officers in REIs. The existing NNPS has
many functions, some of which it performs quite well. However, it has no national mandate for
protected areas management. Park-level bodies have been created, but there is no system of
protected areas management. The park-level bodies have been the principal focus of project
support to date, but most of their staff are on one- or two-month contracts. They are without
means of transportation and without any meaningful operating expenses.
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5.1.4 Interministerial Collaboration Between
MEW and MAFAR on Protected Areas Management

Environment and Forestry have been locked in conflict over the question of who should manage
protected areas since before the project began. With the new changes in leadership in Forestry
and with the new position of Forestry within the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Agrarian
Reform, the potential for resolving this long-standing conflict appears to be much better than it
ever has been before. However, it has not yet been resolved. MAFAR had not completed its own
internal, institutional restructuring at the time of the evaluation. These changes could easily have
significant impacts on the potential for future collaboration between the two ministries. At the
national park level, Environment and Forestry still have parallel, park management structures that
are working separately in an uncoordinated fashion. Both are in the early phases of the
development of management plans for Central Balkans and Rila National Parks.

5.1.5 Overall Project Status

Under its present course, the project will not achieve its four basic objectives during the
remaining life-of-project due primarily to the failure of the GOB/MEW to implement the
institutional reforms laid out in the project design.

5.2 Essential Conditions for the Project to Go Forward

The Team proposes that the following basic conditions be met before the Project resumes its
normal functions:

* The Evaluation Team considers it to be essential that new protected areas/
biodiversity conservation legislation be passed by the GOB before the project
resumes its full range of activities. If new legislation is not passed by March 1998,
the project should be discontinued.

e If the project is to continue, either MEW must create the NNPS in the institutional
form defined in the project design and the MOU, or the GOB should create a
completely new institution for protected areas management (and, perhaps, general
biodiversity conservation functions).

If the GOB agrees to fulfill these conditions, the project should enter an interim phase that
would end when the conditions are met (but that would not go beyond the end of March
1998). During the interim phase, the project activities should focus on assistance to the
GOB to undertake the needed institutional/policy/legislative reforms. A six-month interim
work plan for this period should be prepared. Only activities in support of
institutional/policy reforms should be included in this work plan (with the exception of
summer field studies programmed for Rila and Central Balkans National Parks because of
the restricted seasonal “window” for these activities). Procurement of equipment should be
suspended.
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5.3 Institutional Options under Which the Project Could Go Forward
5.3.1 Overview of the Three Options Identified

The Evaluation Team has identified three institutional options under which the project could
move forward. The first calls for the MEW to create the National Service as originally
envisaged. The other two options call for the creation of completely new institutions. These two
options were not discussed with GOB authorities during the evaluation, but GOB commitment to
either of these options would be essential in order to pursue them. Both of these options would
necessitate a major redesign of the project. Both would require commitment by other donors to
continue support for the new institutions beyond completion of the GEF Bulgaria Project,
because it would be very unrealistic to complete the development of a new, sustainable
institution with the time and resources remaining in the project.

Option I calls for a return, in large part, to the original design with the creation and development
of a coherent institutional structure within MEW for biodiversity conservation and protected
areas management. The project would then support this new institution within MEW. Option II
would create a completely new, independent institute for biodiversity conservation and protected
areas management that would be directly under the umbrella of a high level of government,
probably the Council of Ministers. The project would be redesigned to support this new
institution. Option III would retain biodiversity conservation policy and control functions within
the MEW, but would develop institutional capacity for the management of protected areas as a
new unit within the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Agrarian Reform. The project would
be redesigned with MAFAR as the lead cooperating institution.

5.3.2 Option I: Creation of Institutional Capacity Within MEW

The Evaluation Team has a clear preference for Option I, the return to the original design
as it concerns MEW structures and functions for biodiversity conservation and protected
areas management (although with significantly reduced MEW commitments for finances and
personnel). The Evaluation Team’s rationale for this preference is fully developed in 5.4.1.
Option I, however, is totally dependent upon the commitment of the GOB/MEW to create a
coherent institutional structure for biodiversity conservation and protected areas management
within the MEW.

Advantages to Option |

» Of all existing institutions, the Evaluation Team considers MEW to be the most
appropriate for the mandates for both biodiversity conservation and protected areas
management (see Section 5.4.1 for a full development of the Team’s reasoning on this).

* Option I does not require a redesign of the project.

* The project has already invested heavily in human resources development of MEW
personnel and their collaborators, especially in the area of park management capabilities
and especially with the park-level bodies. Although some of these people might be
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recruited into, or transfer to, a new institution, much of this training would have to start
anew if a new institution is created.

Disadvantages to Option |

* The role of field-level resource manager is not typically an appropriate role for a Ministry
of Environment. MEW has never felt comfortable with this role since the change in
government in February 1995.

* MEW is not a particularly strong or well-funded ministry. Under the new economic
realities, MEW will have to rely strongly on developing partnerships for protected areas
management, especially with Forestry. Forestry and MEW have had a long-standing
antagonistic relationship over protected areas management; although the new leadership
in Forestry is now well disposed to working with MEW as the lead, this antagonism still
exists at lower levels, particularly within the park-level bodies of each institution.

5.3.3 Option Il: Creation of a New, Independent Institute

Description of Option Il

A new institute mandated with biodiversity conservation and protected areas management would
be created. It would be directly under a high level of government, probably the Council of
Ministers. The office of the prime minister or the office of the president might also be
considered. It would have a structure similar to that of the NNPS foreseen in the original project
design (i.e., a national headquarters directly in charge of regional biodiversity officers and of
protected area management units). The functions of the new institute would be those foreseen
for the National Service in the original design and those proposed under Option L.

It is believed that keeping both general biodiversity conservation and protected area management
functions under the same new institute would ensure that protected area management objective of
biodiversity conservation would predominate over commercial objectives that could lead to a
reduction of the biodiversity of Bulgaria’s protected areas.

Advantages to Option I
* The institute would start fresh with a clean slate and a clearly defined legal mandate.
* A new institution mandated to manage protected areas would probably meet with less
resistance from Forestry than does the MEW, due to the long history of conflict between

these two institutions on this issue.

* A new institution would be able to hire the most qualified staff through open, competitive
recruitment.
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Disadvantages to Option Il That Are Also Common to Option Il

+ It would be impossible to create a new, sustainable institution with the remaining time
and resources of the GEF Project. A redesigned project could begin the process, but other
donors would need to step in to provide follow-on support. If USAID is to consider
Option II or Option III, they should have assurance from other donors that they will
provide follow-on support beyond PACD of the GEF Project.

* Options II and III would necessitate negotiating a new MOU with a new Bulgarian
government institution as well as a major redesign of the project. The MOU would have
to be approved by the Council of Ministers. Delays would probably be very substantial—
almost certainly greater than under Option I. In the meantime, operating expenses for the
PMU and its staff would continue to consume budget resources.

+ Either option would require the passage of new legislation as a prerequisite to the creation
of the new institution. As passage of such legislation would depend on Parliament, it
would be very difficult to estimate how much time this would take. Speedy passage
would require strong support from key institutions, and this is not evident (the Evaluation
Team did not discuss this option with any Ministry officials).

* The proposal of creating a new institution during this period of severe budgetary
restraints within the GOB is not likely to receive strong support from politicians and
government officials. Resources dedicated to a new institution would probably have to
be taken away from existing institutions.

Disadvantages Specific to Option Il

» The evaluation is not aware of any existing political or institutional support for this
option.

* Such an independent institute would have no field presence other than new structures it
would create. Both MEW and MAFAR have regional offices throughout the country that
can provide support for the very large number of small protected areas (well over a
thousand in all).

* Option II might take even longer to realize than Option III because Option III would
almost certainly find supporters within MAFAR to lobby for the creation of a protected

areas management service within the Ministry.

* For the same reason, funding Option Il may be more difficult. The Forestry Fund is a
potential source of funding for Option III.
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5.3.4 Option lll: Creation of a Protected Areas Management Unit in MAFAR

Description of Option Il

Option III would create a new unit within the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Agrarian
Reform but separate from Forestry. This unit would be mandated to manage the network of
protected areas in Bulgaria. It would have a headquarters in Sofia and field management units
for individual protected areas. Public outreach and the establishment of partnerships for
protected areas management would similarly be the responsibility of this new unit within
MAFAR. Biodiversity policy development, international commitments, and control functions
would remain with the MEW.

Advantages to Option lll

This option separates the functions of management from oversight and control.

The field management capabilities of this Ministry, especially in the Forestry sector, are
by far the greatest of any ministry in the country.

The budgetary and human resources of Forestry are very considerable and could
potentially be drawn upon (Forestry has already created about nine park management
units using their own resources).

MAFAR already has management responsibilities for Forest Fund and Agricultural Fund
lands. These two categories of land comprise most of the land area of Bulgaria’s
protected areas.

Forestry within MAFAR already has some field experience with the management of
parks/reserves through their experience at Perin.

Disadvantages Specific to Option lll

In addition to those disadvantages held in common with Option II, the following are specific to
Option III:

MAFAR is strongly oriented toward economic development and commercial activities.
The purpose of the GEF Bulgaria Project is, and must remain, biodiversity conservation.

Most of the protected area lands are forested. Most of the MAFAR foresters that the
Evaluation Team met with, including individuals in their park management units, would
clearly prefer to manage much of the forested lands within the protected areas for timber
production and other commercial, money-making purposes such as tourism and hunting.
This includes the [IUCN Category II Rila and Central Balkans National Parks.
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+ Itis clear from the interviews conducted by the Team that most MAFAR foresters have a
very narrow and incomplete understanding of the principles of biodiversity conservation.
There is some indication that the staff in the agriculture department may be even less
sensitive to biodiversity concerns.

*+  MAFAR was in the middle of its own internal restructuring during the evaluation. It is
not clear how this may affect the appropriateness of this ministry for the protected areas
management function.

* The original design of the GEF Bulgaria Project provides support for both protected areas
management and biodiversity conservation in general. Under Option III, the project
would provide institutional support for protected areas management capacity within
MAFAR. Continued support for biodiversity conservation within MEW would
complicate the administrative structure of the project and might not be welcome by MEW
if they are no longer the lead collaborating agency.

5.4 Preferred Option: Institutional Capacity Development Within MEW
5.4.1 Rationale for the Evaluation Team’s Preference

Of the three institutional options identified, the Evaluation Team has a clear preference for
Option I, the creation and development of an institution for biodiversity conservation and
protected areas management under the umbrella of MEW. The Evaluation Team wishes to
explain the rationa